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INTRODUCTION
“No Farms, No Food” is a slogan trademarked by the advocacy and conservation organization
American Farmland Trust (AFT), who printed it on bright green bumper stickers that they mail out for
free via their website. This obvious observation gains poignancy as it draws attention to the
inconspicuous shift in the landscape of American farms that are being lost to development and whose
soils are being degraded and eroded by extractive farming practices. Advances in technology,
consolidation and corporate control in the food system, and globalized markets have impacted the
production, compensation, and autonomy of farmers in the US. These systemic changes have created
a variety of challenges for aspiring farmers, including access to land, markets, capital, and
socioeconomic needs such as affordable health care and childcare. As well, discriminatory lending
practices, student loan debt, market competition, and increasing land values all make farming a
difficult field to enter. What has resulted is steady rise in the average age of US farmers – an increase
of almost 10 years since 1945 (United States Department of Agriculture [USDA] National Agricultural
Statistical Services [NASS], n.d.). Concerns over this “aging” farmer population coupled with farmland
loss and barriers for aspiring farmers has led to a growing awareness of the need to conserve farmland,
support new and beginning farmers, and re-structure the food system to support viable farmer
livelihoods.

Figure 1. No Farms, No Food bumper sticker printed by American
Farmland Trust. Figure credit: AFT

This masters project is a collaboration with Vermont Land Trust (VLT), an organization whose
mission is to conserve land for future generations, with a focus on farms and forested lands. Using
conservation tools, VLT assists aspiring farmers in accessing affordable farmland. In light of
expectations that Vermont’s farm landscape is shifting as dairy declines and farmers retire, VLT aims
to help make farmland transitions that positively impact the sustainability, equity, regeneration, and
viability of Vermont farmland (Maggie Donin, personal communication, 2020). One way of contributing
to that goal is through directly engaging stakeholders in the process of assessing and adapting current
tools to make them more effective in connecting entrepreneurial farmers with appropriate farmland
for their farm businesses. The overarching goal of this project is to investigate the characteristics,
needs, knowledge, and barriers to land access of individuals seeking to access land through Vermont
Land Trust, and to use that information to provide VLT with recommendations around how to adapt
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existing tools - or develop new tools - to help farmers access farmland. The project was guided by the
following research questions:
1. What are the characteristics, expectations, goals, and level of knowledge of individuals
seeking land through Vermont Land Trust, and what are the perceived advantages and
disadvantages of the land trust model for land access?
2. What resources do land seekers need to better prepare for land access through a land
trust, and how can Vermont Land Trust adapt existing tools to better connect famers
looking to access land with available land in Vermont?
3. In what ways can Vermont Land Trust best leverage resources to have a positive impact
on the sustainability and viability of Vermont’s agricultural sector?
Although land access is only a piece of the puzzle for beginning farmers, there is tremendous potential
for land trusts to partner with farmers to help them gain ground in a difficult field. By turning a critical
eye on the current tools and resources available to farmers seeking to access land through VLT this
project sought to explore ways in which conservation organizations can support farmers so that
Vermont’s agricultural sector remains not only viable but thriving.

PROJECT CONTEXT
FARMLAND ACCESS
Access to farmland is a top issue for new and beginning farmers, according to the National Young
Farmers Coalition (NYFC), a national advocacy network of young farmers. In 2017 the NYFC conducted
a National Young Farmer Survey, collecting data from 3,517 past, current, and aspiring young farmers
(<40 yrs. old) about their demographics, current practices, and challenges in farming. They reported

Figure 2. Average farm real estate value in the US from 2006-2020. Figure credit:
USDA NASS 2020
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that the number one challenge facing young farmers was access to land, followed by concerns around
accessing capital loans due to student loan debt, finding or keeping skilled labor, and affordable health
insurance (Ackoff et al., 2017). Farmland access is complex – land must be available, appropriate,
affordable, accessible, secure, and equitable (Land for Good, n.d.). Unfortunately, agricultural land
values in many US states are at an all-time high (USDA NASS, 2020) and those lands adjacent to
urban areas where beginning farmers are most likely to succeed are often the most difficult to access.
The average value of farm real estate in the U.S. in 2020 was $3,160 per acre (USDA, 2020; Figure
2, previous page). The cost per acre in Vermont was even higher at $3,550 (Claro et al., 2021; Figure
3). Further complicating land access, in some locations the cost of land can be more than the value
of what farmers can produce on the land (Ackoff et al., 2017).

Figure 3. Average market value per acre of Vermont farms’ land and buildings from 1997-2017.
Figure credit: Claro et al., 2021

Farmers need capital to access land, but loans can be hard to acquire, especially given the
student debt many young farmers hold. The average student loan debt in 2020 was $37,584 (Kurt,
2021). The total student loan debt held in the US in 2020 was 1.7 trillion dollars, up from around 33
billion dollars in 2003 (Bustamante, 2020; Figure 4). As well, many new and beginning farmers are

Historic Total National Student Loan Debt
Balance
(in trillions)

Figure 4. United States student loan debt balance in trillions of US dollars, 2003-2020.
Note: Totals prior to 2011 do not include private loans. Figure credit: Bustamante, 2020
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first-generation farmers, building a farm business from the ground up; they do not have years of
successful farm business income to rely on to qualify for capital loans.
Black Farmers in the US

Gender of Farm Producers
20%
42%

Female

16%

36%

20%

VERMONT

40%

11.1%

60%

7.3%

8%

64%
0%

14.3%

12%
58%

Male

13.0%

80%

UNITED STATES

Figure 5. Gender of farmers in Vermont and
US in 2017. Data source: USDA NASS, 2017b
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Figure 6. Percentage of US farmers that identify as Black from 19002017. Data source: USDA (2017a) and Taylor (2018).

There is also inequity in land access. The USDA offers assistance to socially disadvantaged
(Black, Asian, Hispanic and Indigenous peoples [BIPOC]) and historically underserved (BIPOC and
women) farmers and ranchers (Key & Todd, 2021), recognizing that these groups do not hold a fair
share of land in the US. Forty-two percent of all farmers in Vermont are female, which is slightly higher
than the US average (36%; USDA NASS, 2017b; Figure 5). The number of Black farmers in the US
dropped 98%, from a peak of 925,708 farmers in
1920 to 18,451 in 1997 (Taylor, 2018; Figure 6).
Today the number of Black farmers has increased to
45,508, representing 1.3% of all US farmers (USDA
NASS, 2017a), but that percentage had not
increased since 2007, 10 years prior. Discriminatory
lending practices and inheritance laws have
contributed to the displacement of black farmers. In
2017, the percentage of white farmers in Vermont
was higher than that of the US farm population by
3.3% (USDA NASS; Table 1), at 98.7% (for
reference, Vermont is 93.8% White [US Census
Bureau, 2019]). The percentage of Black farmers in
Vermont was 0.1% of the population, 1.2% less
than then percentage of Black farmers in the US.
There is increasing awareness and calls for reparations to BIPOC farmers as mainstream media
popularizes stories of unfair lending practices and policies that dispossessed thousands of farmers
from their lands in the past century (Bittman, 2021).
Given the variety of challenges to accessing land, it’s not surprising that land access is a top
barrier to new and beginning farmers’ ability to get farm businesses off the ground. It is in this realm
that land trust organizations can assist farmers by providing resources to find available, appropriate,
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accessible, and affordable land that can lead to secure and equitable tenure. However, merely gaining
access to land does not make a farm viable – there must also be a food system that supports farmer
livelihoods.
FARM VIABILITY
Traditionally, farming was an occupation where value was derived from physical labor – to get more
output (production) one needed to input more (physical) labor. Over time, capitalization and
technology tied production to inputs and machinery (capital) and the value of the land (which is traded
in global markets). Farmers become caught in a web of debt – machinery, mortgage, seeds, fertilizers
– that cannot be repaid by simply working harder. The growth of industrial agriculture and corporate
consolidation and power within the food system has left farmers with tight profit margins. Median
farm income earned by US farm households between 1996 and 2018 was less than zero (USDA
Economic Research Service [ERS], 2021). Median farm income rose above zero in 2019 and 2020,
mainly due to increases in supplemental and ad hoc disaster assistance payments. While this number
does not tell the whole story, it suggests that the majority of farm households do not rely on farm
income alone. Supporting this assumption, the 2017 USDA census showed that less than 50% of
producers reported farming as their primary occupation (USDA NASS, 2017b; Figure 7). For new and
beginning farmers (those with less than 10 years of farming experience), that percentage was 28%
(USDA NASS, 2017c). Of the farms
surveyed, almost 30% reported an
Primary Occupation of US Farmers
annual market value of agriculture
42%
products sold as less than $1,000
United States
58%
(USDA NASS, 2017a). Fifty-eight
percent reported less than $10,000.
43%
Vermont
57%
These low numbers may reflect a large
number of producers who are hobby
28%
New and Beginning Farmers
72%
farmers (Charles, 2014), or it may
illustrate a trend that farming requires
0%
20%
40%
60%
80%
off-farm income to make it sustainable
Farming
Other
– or both. The USDA ERS reports that
“since the majority of farm operator Figure 7. Primary occupation of farmers in the US in 2017. New &
beginning farmers are defined as having <10 yrs. of farming experience.
households consistently incur a net Data source: USDA NASS, 2017b & 2017c
loss from farming activities, most farm
operator households depend on nonfarm income to cover at least some portion of their living
expenses” (USDA ERS, 2020). Because farming income depends on many factors, net farm income
has varied over the years; however, the overall trend has been downward (Mishra & Sandetto, 2002).
Figure 8 (next page) shows median income from farming, median off-farm income, and total
household income for three groups of farm operators: residence, intermediate, and commercial (see
descriptions for definitions). Of these, the only group that has a median income from farming that
does not hover around zero are commercial farms – those with a gross cash farm income greater than
$350,000 a year. Thus, the sustainability of many farms (particularly mid- and small-sized farms)
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comes not only from the bounty of the land, but also in part from the work farmers and other
household members do off-farm (see Appendix B for breakdown of off-farm income sources).

USDA Farm Types:

Residence: Principal operator
is retired or reports major
occupation other than farming
Intermediate: Principal
operator reports farming as
major occupation and is not
retired
Commercial: Family farm with
>$350,000 gross cash farm
income

Figure 8. Median income from farming, median off-farm income, and median total income of farm operator
households, by farm type. Figure credit: USDA ERS, 2020a

Looking at farm demographics, the number of mid-sized farms have been declining as they
are unable to compete in larger, vertically integrated commodity markets yet are typically too large to
be profitable in direct markets. The organization “Ag of the Middle” defines mid-sized farms as those
with gross annual sales between $100,000-250,000 where the primary occupation of the owner is
farming – what are traditionally called large family farms that are positioned to be flexible enough to
meet shifting market demands. These farms make up a large portion of farmed and ranched lands in
the US that are integral to rural communities. Figure 9 shows the share of US production by market
value of agricultural products sold, illustrating that farms with higher sales have rapidly gained a
greater
percentage
of
all
agricultural products sold. In other
words, large farms snag the lion’s
share of the market. According to
American Farmland Trust’s (AFT)
report “Farms Under Threat: The
State of the States” farms with less
than $250,000 annual revenue
made up 45% of all production
value in 1987; in 2017 that number
was down to 10% (Freedgood et
al., 2020). There are concerns that
the
disappearance
of
the
“agriculture
of
the
middle”
threatens the viability of farming
Figure 9. Share of US production by market value of agricultural products
and rural communities.
sold, 1987-2017. Figure credit: Freedgood et al., 2020
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Figure 10. Change in farm numbers by size from 1992-2012. GCFI= Gross cash farm
income. Figure credit: Burns & Kuhns, 2016

The USDA defines mid-sized farms differently than Ag of the Middle (farms with a gross cash
farm income of $350,000 to $1 million dollars) and reports that the number of mid-sized farms
decreased only slightly between 1992 and 2012 (5%; Burns & Kuhns, 2016; Figure 10). However, the
number of small commercial farms – those grossing $10,000 - $350,000 annually – decreased by
22%. Of note is the increase in large farms by 107% and very-low-sales farms by 61%. Highlighting
the impact of this change the report states: “Large farms— those with GCFI [gross cash farm income]
greater than $1 million—accounted for only 4 percent of farms but almost 57 percent of total
production” (Burns & Kuhns, p iii; italics added). On the other hand, midsize, small commercial, and
very-low-sales farms combined make up 90% of farms, but account for only 22% of total agricultural
output. No matter how you define farm size, the trend is clear – the number of large and very small
farms is growing, while the number of farms operating in the middle is declining. The relationship
between number of farms, production, and farm acreage can be seen in Figure 11, which is a snapshot
of US farms in 2014.

Figure 11. Distribution of farms, production, and acres operated in 2014. Figure credit:
Burns & Kuhn, 2016
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Percent of farms

Beginning farms (all farm operators have <10 years of experience) make up a percentage of
very-low-sales farms – 67% of beginning farms in the US from 2013-2017 grossed less than $10,000
(Key and Lyons, 2019; Figure 12). A USDA publication reported that only 18% of beginning farms
have a prinicpal operator that reports farming as a primary occupation (Key & Lyons, 2019). It is not
clear how many of the remaining 82% are hobby farmers, beginning farmers working another job
while building a farm business, or something else entirely. Regardless, lack of farm profitability is one
of the reasons new and beginning farmers quit farming, according to NYFC’s 2017 report (Ackoff et
al., 2017). Feeding communities, stewarding the land, and maintaining a working landscape is not
possible without new farmers entering the workforce. If there are too few farmers willing and ready
to take over operation of farms as the older generation of farmers retire, their lands could be converted
to other uses, developed, or simply left to fallow. Funding and developing new programs and policies
that support new and beginning farmers farming is essential to maintain Vermont’s working landscape.
Percent of Beginning Farms by Production Value
80%

USDA Farm Sizes

67%

60%
40%
20%

16%

5%

5%

3%

0%

2%

2%

Very-low-sales:
<$10,000*
Small commercial:
$10,000-$350,000
Midsize:
$350,000-$1million
Large:
>$1,000,000 GCFI
*Amounts represent GCFI
(gross cash farm income)

Production value (US dollars)
Figure 12. Share of all beginning farms in each production value category from 2013-2017. Figure adapted from Key
and Lyons, 2019

“AGING” FARMERS
In April of 2019, the USDA NASS released an 820-page report detailing the results of their 2017 Census
of Agriculture. Completed every five years, this census provides “the only source of uniform,
comprehensive, and impartial agriculture data for every county in the nation” (USDA NASS, n.d.). Over
2.4 million data points are aggregated into tables providing statistics for a wide range of characteristics
of farms and producers, including land use, crops, farm income, and producer characteristics. The
2017 census showed that the average age of producers in the US increased from 56.3 yrs. in 2012 to
57.5 yrs. in 2017 (USDA NASS, 2017b). This has
been a trend in the US for decades; since 1945,
the average age has increased by 9.6 years. From
2012-2017 there was a 26% increase in farmers
over the age of 65 (USDA NASS, 2017; Table 2).
The reasons for this trend are multi-faceted, but
includes the mechanization of agriculture, which
has reduced the labor needed in production and
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US Producers by Age
Number of producers

has allowed farmers to remain working as they
age, as well as the financial and structural
challenges make farming a difficult field to
enter, build a business, access markets, and
maintain a viable livelihood. Although there was
also an 11% increase in young farmers from
2012-2017, they make up a small percentage
of all farmers (USDA NASS, 2017; Figure 13).

2,500,000
2,000,000
1,500,000
1,000,000

500,000
0

<35

35-64

65+

Like the US trend, the average age of
2012
2017
Figure
13.
Number
of
US
producers
by age range in 2012 &
farmers in Vermont is increasing, increasing to
2017. Data source: USDA NASS, 2017
55.9 yrs. in 2017 from 51.4 yrs. in 1992. In
2017, Vermont had 3 times as many producers over 65 as under 35 years old (Freedgood et al., 2020).
The number of farmers over 65 and under 35 have increased since 2002 (USDA NASS; Figure 14).
However, the percentage of farmers over 65 has been increasing while the percentage of farmers
under 35 has remained relatively static (USDA NASS; Figure 15). The percentage of young farmers
in Vermont was 10% in 2017 (Claro et al., 2021). These two tables show the same data in two formats,
making it easier to visualize the changes both within and across farmer age groups over time. What
these statistics may reflect is that farmers are aging faster than young farmers can replace them, or
that farmers are leaving farming at a rate faster than they are replaced, both of which portend an
uncertain future for farms.
Age Distribution of Vermont Farmers
1992-2017

Number of Vermont Farmers by Age Group
from 1992-2017
60%

5,000
4,000

40%

3,000
2,000

20%

1,000
0

0%

<35
1992

35-54
1997

55-64
2002

2012

65+
2017

Figure 14. Total number of farmers in Vermont by age
group from 1992-1997. Data source: USDA NASS, 1992,
1997, 2002, 2012, 2017

1992
1997
2002
<35
35-54
55-64

2012
65+

2017

Figure 15. Percentage of farmers in age ranges by census
year, 1992-2017. Data source: USDA NASS, 1992, 1997,
2002, 2012, 2017

Questions about farm succession are coming to the forefront as the aging population of farmers
comes toward retirement. In the next 15 years, forty percent of America’s farmland is expected to
change hands (Freedgood et al., 2020). In Vermont, 92% of farms with operators over 65 have no
one under 45 years old working for them (Chapin et al., 2020). Seventy-nine percent of farmland
acreage in Vermont had no producers under 35 yrs. in 2017 (Figure 16, next page; Chapin et al.,
2020). Many of these farmers “are not prepared to make decisions that will keep their land in farming,
provide farming opportunities to family or unrelated producers, and maintain their farm business into
the future” (Willard et al., 2020, p67). Succession of farmland is more difficult if farms are not
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profitable. What is needed is support and resources for new and beginning farmers, farmers looking
to retire and transition lands, and a food system that supports viable farmer livelihoods, making
farming an attractive career option for the next generation.

Figure 16. Percent of farmland in VT
managed by young producers. Figure
credit: Chapin et al., 2020

FARMLAND LOSS
American Farmland Trust (AFT) reports that 2,000 acres of agricultural land was converted to
urban/high density (UHD) or low-density residential (LDR) development every day in the US between
2001-2016 – a total of 11 million acres (Freedgood et al., 2020). Texas had the most acres converted
(1.3 million), followed by North Carolina (732,000), both of which had a large population growth over
the same time period (Figure 17). However, looking at farmland conversion as a percentage of total

Figure 17. Total acres of agricultural land converted to UHD and LDR uses from
2001-2016. Figure credit: Freedgood et al., 2020

agricultural acreage in the state, the Northeast and Southeast are the most concerning regions (Figure
18, next page). Over 4 million of the 11 million acres of agricultural land converted from 2001-2016
were considered “nationally significant” – the most productive, resilient, and versatile lands best suited
to crop production. According to Freedgood et al. (2020), there are risks associated with loss of these
agricultural lands:
Developing nationally significant land threatens food security, the environment, and rural communities.
This land is best suited to produce abundant yields of nutritious food with the least environmental
impacts, even as weather conditions become more unpredictable. It lays a strong foundation for thriving
agricultural economies and offers high potential for carbon sequestration. Converting this land to UHD
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and LDR can have negative environmental impacts by putting pressure on lower quality land to be
farmed more intensively. (p 31)

AFT reports that 21,400 acres of Vermont’s agricultural lands were converted or compromised by
development, 39% of which were rated as nationally significant (AFT, 2020). Eighty-three percent of
the development was low-density residential land use, which is then five times more likely to be
converted to high-density development than lands that remain in agriculture. Appendix D shows a
map of lands converted across the state from 2001-2016.

Figure 18. Percentage of agricultural land converted to UHD and LDR uses from
2001-2016. Figure credit: Freedgood et al., 2020

Farms do much more than just provide food – they are also a cornerstone of rural economies.
Demand for “local” foods has increased in recent years, driving an increase in the number of farmers
markets, community supported agriculture (CSA) shares, and distributor-serviced wholesale across
the US (USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, n.d.;
Vermont Farm to Plate [VFTP], 2019). Eighty-seven
percent of Vermonters purchased local food directly from
a farm, farm stand, CSA or farmers market in the past year
(Claro et al., 2021). Ninety-two percent purchased local
food at a grocery store or supermarket. In 2017, total local
food sales in Vermont topped 310 million dollars (Claro et
al., 2021; Figure 19). There is also increasing interest in
purchasing food from businesses that are transparent,
sustainable, and community oriented (The Food Industry
Association, 2020). Agriculture also has a role to play in
combatting climate change through sequestering carbon
and improving soil health using regenerative soil practices
such as cover crops, conservation tillage, and nutrient
management (Freedgood et al., 2020). In response to 21st Figure 19. Total local food sales in Vermont,
2010-2017. Figure credit: Claro et al., 2021
century threats to farm and farmland, American Farmland
Trust argues that:
It takes regionally diverse and sometimes redundant systems to support the growing and increasingly
complex public demands from agriculture. To ensure resiliency as well as prosperity in our food and
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farming systems, each state needs to secure a critical mass of high-quality farmland, support agricultural
viability and a new generation of farmers and ranchers, and promote regenerative farming practices to
build healthy soil and combat climate change. (Freedgood et al., 2020, p16)

One method of combatting farmland conversion is state and federal laws and policies that protect
farmland, such as conservation or agricultural districts.
CONSERVATION
A land trust is a nonprofit organization that actively
Conservation Easement
works to conserve land by acquiring land or
a voluntary legal agreement that restricts the
conservation easements (Center for Agriculture and
development of land to fulfill conservation
Food Systems [CAFS], 2021; Figure 20) and/or
values. A conservation easement happens
stewarding and managing land or conservation
when the landowner sells or donates the
easements (Land Trust Alliance, n.d.). Land trusts
conservation easement to a land trust or
government agency. For a landowner to qualify
are diverse in size, from large national organizations
for a federal tax benefit associated with a
to local, volunteer-run organizations. They vary in
donated conservation easement, the easement
their missions, but generally hold an overarching goal
must be permanent (also called a “perpetual
to maintain land as wild, working, or minimally
conservation easement”). If an easement is
developed in perpetuity. The landscape of conserved
permanent, the conservation easement
land also varies, from old-growth forest to farms to
restrictions stay in place even after the land is
public parks. There are also community land trusts
sold.
that work in more urban areas, typically focusing on
affordable housing, urban revitalization, historic Figure 20. Definition of a conservation easement. Data
preservation, and urban parks (Mason, 2008). Of source: The Center for Agriculture and Food Systems at
Vermont Law School (CAFS), 2021
note, Vermont has the country’s largest community
land trust, Burlington’s Champlain Housing Trust (CHT, 2020).

Figure 21. Total acres of land
conserved by state and local land
trusts from 1985-2015. Figure
credit: Land Trust Alliance, 2016
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Land use under a conservation easement depends on an agreement between the landowner
and the land trust that is drafted at the time of conservation. Easements can aim to preserve land for
wildlife habitat, open space, agriculture, recreation, historic preservation, and public education (Center
for Agriculture and Food Systems [CAFS], n.d.). In 2016 the Land Trust Alliance (LTA) - an organization
that supports, advocates, and provides education to land trusts - published the National Land Trust
Census that gathered data from over 700 land trusts, compiling a wealth of statistics describing the
status of land trusts in the US. Conservation by state and local land trusts has grown from less than
5 million acres in 1994 to over 20 million acres in 2015 (LTA, 2016; Figure 21, previous page).
Including lands protected by national land trusts, they reported a total of 56 million acres of protected
land in the US, up from 36 million in 2005 (LTA, 2016; Figure 22). The top three conservation priorities
reported by land trusts were natural areas or wildlife habitat, water quality, and working farms or
ranches.

Figure 22. Acres conserved by state and national land trusts in the US. Figure credit: Land
Trust Alliance, 2016

There are land trusts that specifically focus on protecting farmland. The first was the Marin
Agricultural Land Trust (MALT) outside of San Francisco, which was set up in 1980 and has since
protected 54,000 acres of land in an area with high development pressure and land values (MALT,
n.d.). Legal tools to conserve farmland include affirmative agricultural easements, options to purchase
at agricultural value (OPAVs), and differential assessment/current use programs (CAFS, n.d.; Figures
23-25). In addition, there are programs, grants, and loans through the USDA’s Farm Services Agency
(FSA) and National Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) that provide technical and financial
Affirmative
Agricultural
Easement
a voluntary
agreement that
restricts the use
of land only to
agriculture

OPAV (Option to Purchase
at Agricultural Value)
a voluntary legal agreement that
restricts the sale of land to only
certain farmers or to family
members and restricts the sale
price to agricultural value
(versus the higher fair market
value).

Differential
Assessment/ Current
Use Programs
state property tax
programs designed to help
encourage the economic
viability of agriculture
through property tax relief

Figures 23-25.
Data source:

The Center for
Agriculture and
Food Systems,
n.d.
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assistance to farmers, including with land access (USDA, n.d.). One of the largest agricultural land
trusts in the US is American Farmland Trust (AFT), which has a three-part mission: conducting and
publicizing research to educate the public about the importance of conserving farmland, working
directly with farmers to keep land as working farms instead of developments, and working with
government agencies on policies that promote the conservation of farmland (Brewer, 2003). The
organization’s goal is to double the number of acres in conservation by 2040 and reduce the rate of
farmland conversation by 50% by 2030 and 75% by 2040.
There are 18 land trusts based in Vermont, with additional national land trusts such as The
Nature Conservancy and the Appalachian Trail Conservancy also holding and managing land within
the state. Just over 25% of Vermont lands are currently conserved, with 35% of those lands conserved
by non-profit organizations, 30% by federal entities,
and 30% by the state. The remainder of the
Conserved Land Holdings in
conserved lands are held by towns or are tribal lands
Vermont
(Loeb & D’Amato, 2020; Figure 26). In all, there are
Federal
1,186,602 acres of land conserved in Vermont, 91%
Non-profit
30%
35%
of which are rural lands (LTA, n.d.). Fifteen percent of
Vermont’s agricultural lands are currently protected
(VFTP, 2019). The primary funder of agricultural
conservation is the Vermont Housing and
Other
Conservation Board (VHCB), which, along with federal
State
5%
30%
money, funds 20-22 conservation projects a year with
partners such as VLT and the Upper Valley Land Trust, Figure 26. Percentage of conserved lands held by
equaling around 3,000 acres. They report over organizations and institutions in Vermont. Data source:
Loeb & D’Amato, 2020
164,000 acres of farmland on 700 farms have been
conserved since 1987 (VHCB, n.d.). Despite these conservation efforts, development pressure and a
demand for funding that exceeds supply year after year puts Vermont’s working landscape at risk of
being lost. According to the “Farmland Conservation” issue brief of VFTP’s 2021 Food System Strategic
Plan, VHCB has “over 40 projects waiting to be funded with a value of over $9 million of easement
funding” (White & Donin et al., 2021; p 150).
Farmland advocates see the conservation of farmland not just as a means of preserving
landscapes, but also preserving a way of life. They see farmland for the benefits they provide in food,
wildlife habitat, livelihoods, ecosystem services, and aesthetics. That being said, simply saving land
for agriculture does not make it agriculturally viable – for that you need a system that supports farmer
livelihoods. In his 2003 book “Conservancy: The Land Trust Movement in America” author Richard
Brewer states: “Thoughtful land advocates have pulled back from a focus on the mechanics of
protection to make the case that the best way to retain farmland is to ensure the profitability of
farming” (p247). We can conserve all the farmland in the world, but if farming is not a viable career,
very few individuals will be willing or able to farm. An article by Beckett & Galt (2014) that investigated
the relationship between beginning farmers and land trusts highlighted how a focus on the “aging
farmer” as the main problem facing agriculture ignores the larger social and structural systems that
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have landed us where we stand today. Taking this into consideration regarding beginning farmers,
they state:
We need new farmers, but throwing beginner farmers into the U.S. agricultural system, where the deck
is stacked against farmers, especially small farmers, and pretending that it is a system in which they
can thrive if they just work hard and smart enough, is not fair. (p21)

What is needed is a systemic shift in farmland policies away from those that benefit large, industrial
farms toward ones that support mid-sized and small, diversified farms that feed communities
gastronomically, economically, culturally, and environmentally. While conservation plays a large role
in protecting farmland, it alone cannot ensure the viability of the agricultural sector. Coordination and
collaboration between farmers, government and non-governmental organizations, policy makers,
agricultural lenders, and other stakeholders is needed to improve funding for farmland access, adopt
policies that support farm access, transfer, and farmer livelihoods, and develop innovative solutions
and programs to address the social, economic, and environmental challenges of the US’s agricultural
landscape.
VERMONT CONTEXT
It is important to acknowledge that the region currently designated Vermont sits on unceded Abenaki
lands, where indigenous tribes lived for thousands of years before the arrival of European colonists
and their diseases, which wiped out or forcibly relocated the population from their lands (Bushnell,
2019). Since colonization, Vermont has been a primarily agricultural state, originally exporting forestclearing by-products (e.g., potash; National Park Service, n.d.), after which – in a land now bare–
agricultural production shifted to sheep farming (Blanchard, 2012). Maple and grains were also wellknown Vermont products, helping to build the state’s agricultural reputation (Allbee, 2010). A
transition was made to dairy in the late 1800’s (first butter, then milk and cheese), which has continued
until today, although that industry in Vermont has been in crisis in recent years. In a report produced
by University of Vermont (UVM) extension and Vermont Housing and Conservation Board (VHCB) titled
“A 2018 Exploration of the Future of Vermont Agriculture” the authors put the present agricultural
landscape into context:
We anticipate that a combination of unfortunate market forces and a generational transfer of assets will
transform our agricultural sector in the next decade, in many ways that Vermonters will not like…
[N]early all farming sectors are confronted with downward price pressure on producers, increasing
production expenses, a need for increased marketing and sales savvy in order to sell products in an
increasingly competitive and complex marketplace, challenges in transitioning assets to a new
generation of owners, and an ongoing shift in our economy and cultural traditions away from land based
agriculture and towards processed, convenience food. (Ross et al., 2018; p 3)

The report applauds past and current strategies for supporting the agricultural landscape, such as
business and technical support, conservation, current use tax programs, land use planning, and the
work of organizations in the Vermont Farm to Plate Network (VFTP) but concludes that these will not
be enough. Similar to national trends, the number and size of farms in Vermont has declined (VFTP,
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2019; Figure 27), largely due to the loss of dairy farms (Ross et al., 2018). Of all the 6,808 farms in
Vermont in 2017, only 42% grossed more than $10,000 annually, an amount that VFTP suggests is a
better indicator of commercial status or aspiration than the USDA definition of a farm as any
agricultural sales grossing more than $1,000 (VFTP, 2019).

Figure 27. Land in acreage and number of farms in Vermont from 2007-2017. Figure credit: VFTP, 2019

Despite the declining number of farms and farmlands, agriculture and food remain a large
portion of Vermont’s economy. The economic impact of farming and the food sector increased by 48%
between 2007 and 2017, to 11.3 billion dollars (Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund, n.d.). The market
value of agricultural products sold in Vermont in 2017 was 781 million dollars, of which 76% was
attributed to livestock, poultry, and their products, including dairy, meat, and eggs. Dairy and milk still
represent the largest percentage of land use in agriculture (36%), followed closely by hay and all
other crop farming (e.g., corn, soy; 35%; VFTP, 2019; Figure 28). Although dairy farming works 36%
of the agricultural lands in Vermont, dairy farms represented only 11% of farms; hay and crop farms
represented 35% (VPTP, 2019; Figure 29). Vegetable and melon farming represented only 5% of all
farms in Vermont in 2017.

Figure 28. Land in acreage in agriculture by type in Vermont in 2017. Figure credit: VFTP, 2019

Young farmers in Vermont steward 15% of farms, 21% of farmland, and create 30% of the
total market value (Claro et al., 2021). Compared to all farms in Vermont, young farmers produce
more vegetables and melons, dairy, and sheep and goats (Figure 29, next page). Of note, there is a
difference between young farmers and new and beginning farmers: young farmers are over 35
years old, while new and beginning farmers have less than 10 years of farming experience,
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regardless of age. A farmer could be either, or both (or neither, for that matter). While 10% of
farmers in Vermont are young farmers (Figure 30), 31% are new and beginning farmers (Figure 31).

Figure 29. Distribution of farms with young operators by farm type vs all farms by farm type in Vermont in 2017.
Figure credit: VFTP, 2019

In response to the declining number and size of farms in Vermont, and particularly the potential
of agricultural lands to lay fallow due to a dearth of farmers willing and able to take over lands
relinquished by dairy, Ross et al. (2018) expressed concern about the economic and cultural impact
of failing to take action to support the agricultural sector. They state:

10%
8%

Producer Age

<35

32%
30%

35-54

49%
50%

55-74

9%
12%

75+
0%

VERMONT

20%

40%

60%

UNITED STATES

Figure 30. Age ranges of farm producers in Vermont
and the US in 2017. Data source: USDA NASS, 2017
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In our opinion, the magnitude of this issue may be historic: the marketplace has failed the farmer and
in our lifetimes Vermont may lose the agricultural foundation of our working landscape, with all it means
to our quality of life and the statewide value from agricultural exports ($776 million annually), the
agricultural economy ($2.6 billion annually), the recreational economy ($1.51 billion annually), and the
tourist economy (almost $3 billion annually). And this is occurring at a time when more consumers want
to buy local and know where their food comes from and are concerned with the safety of our food
supply. It is also occurring at a time when climate disruptions may necessitate more local production for
overall food security. (p 5)
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Figure 31. Years of farming experience in Vermont and the
United States in 2017. Data source: USDA NASS, 2017
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The suggestions the report puts forth (p 8) include programs to compensate farmers for ecosystem
services, alternative ownership models, succession planning, tax support for farmer retirement plans,
policies and programs for non-ag-related farmer well-being (e.g., healthcare), and, most importantly,
engaging stakeholders in conversations and planning around developing strategies for a healthy and
viable agricultural landscape in Vermont.
Vermont does have a track record of policies and programs that support farmers and
agricultural conservation. American Farmland Trust rates Vermont as being in the top five states for
policy response to farmland conversion threats and ranks it third for utilizing conservation easements
for farmland protection. They rank the threat of agricultural land loss in Vermont as “medium” and
the policy response as “high” (Freedgood et al., 2020; Figure 32). According to their research, Vermont
has conserved 3.3 acres of agricultural land for every acre lost (AFT, 2019). Two tools that Vermont
did not receive any points for in AFT’s land protection scorecard were the presence of a state farm
link program (connecting farm seekers with farmers looking to transition land to the next generation)
and the use of agricultural district programs (only 16 states currently have these programs; see
Freedgood et al., 2020, p 44). However, the non-profit organization the Intervale Center in Burlington,
VT hosts the website “Vermont Land Link” that connects farmers to land, which was likely not included
in AFT’s analysis as it is not state-run. There is also a regional farmland access website - New England
Farmland Finder – that was developed by a consortium of organizations, including Vermont Land Link
and Land for Good (NewEnglandFarmlandFinder.org).

Figure 32. Farmland conversion threat and policy response of contiguous US
states. Green boxes represent states where the policy response is proportional to
threats; red and orange squares represent states where the threat is higher than
the policy response. Figure credit: Freedgood et al., 2020
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MASTERS PROJECT OVERVIEW
This masters project was born from a paper written for a
Participatory Action
course titled Food Systems, Society, and Policy where students
Research
were asked to investigate an institution of their choice.
An approach that seeks to involve a
Combining an interest in increasing the sustainability of farming
diversity of actors as active
as a profession with the knowledge that land access is a
participants in a cyclical, iterative
substantial barrier to new and beginning farmers, I chose to
process that integrates research,
explore the role of land trusts in farmland access. Over the next
reflection, and action, and which
semester, I developed the framework for this project with
seeks to include or amplify those
voices that have been traditionally
professor-cum-advisor Teresa Mares. The somewhat flexible
excluded from research
format for a Food Systems masters thesis/project gave me the
opportunity to explore options that would allow me to engage
Figure 33. PAR. Data source: Bacon et al.
with my local community. As a student of agroecology, I was (2005) & Kindon et al. (2007b) cited by
interested in exploring a project that integrated components of Mendez et al. (2016)
Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Figure 33). As such, I reached out to several land trusts in
Vermont, offering to work with them on any project that they were interested in developing for their
organization, but had not had the time or resources to execute. I connected with several individuals
and organizations but found that Vermont Land Trust’s (VLT) proposal fit not only my interests and
abilities, but also - being the largest land trust in Vermont – had the potential to amplify the impact
of any findings.
Vermont Land Trust is a state-wide non-profit organization that was founded in 1977. Their
mission statement is: “Current and future generations are deeply connected to the land and benefit
from its deliberate protection and responsible stewardship” (VLT, n.d.). Using conservation easements
to restrict development and protect natural features, VLT has conserved more than 1,900 land parcels
equaling over 570,000 acres in Vermont (about 10% of the state; Figure 34, next page). The
organization recognizes the importance of farmland and forest to the rural economy of Vermont and,
as such, most of the land protected is actively farmed or managed for timber. While conservation is
at the heart of VLT’s mission, they are also increasingly engaged in initiatives to support farm viability,
combat climate change and invasive species, and provide wildlife and forest education. VLT finances
conservation through federal and state funds (49%), foundations (13%), investment returns (6%),
and individual and business donations (32%; VLT, 2020). Of their $14 million dollar budget, 51% is
spent on conservation; 34% on farmland access, conservation biology, stewardship, and water quality
(Figure 35, p24).
VLT isn’t focused exclusively on conserving more agricultural lands; they are also working on
ways to help already conserved land transition into viable farm operations. The organization estimates
that up to 300 farms will change hands in the next five years in Vermont (Chapin et al., 2020). This
is primarily attributed to an aging population of farmers looking to transition farmlands and businesses
to the next generation, but also due to the changing landscape of farms themselves. Increasing land
values, land pressure for non-agricultural uses, rapidly changing marketplaces for goods, limited
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Land Conserved by Vermont Land Trust

Figure 34. Land conserved by
Vermont Land Trust as of May 2021
Data source: VLT, n.d.
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Figure 35. Designation of
Vermont Land Trust’s funds in
the 2019-2020 fiscal year
Total funds = $14,248,516 US
dollars
Figure credit: VLT Annual
Report, 2019-2020

markets for local products, increasing production uncertainties due to climate change, and evolving
agricultural business models are all challenges facing Vermont farmers that impact the viability of
farms now and in the future. Maintaining Vermont’s working landscape and rural culture requires
supporting the succession of farmland to new farmers. The “Supporting Future Farmers” topic brief of
the Vermont Agriculture and Food System Plan: 2020 gives this statement as an overview of Vermont’s
current agricultural context:
As agricultural production practices and markets shift, accessing land remains one of the most important
factors in the success of new and beginning farmers. The decline in the number of dairy farms in the
state and adoption of diversified farming models is changing the types of farmland and infrastructure
that are suitable for viable farm businesses. Land conservation initiatives like the Option to Purchase at
Agricultural Value (OPAV) and the Farmland Access Program at the Vermont Land Trust promote
increased affordability and access to farmland for some buyers. These projects are now paired with
robust business planning and technical assistance to improve the potential success of the farmer. (Smith
et al., 2020)

The Farmland Access Program is a VLT program that aims to connect entrepreneurial farmers to good,
affordable farmland in Vermont. To qualify for VLT’s Farmland Access Program, “candidates must have
three years of farming experience, strong farming references, plans to develop an agricultural
enterprise that would gross $100,000 per year within five years of start up, and financial resources
(or the ability to be financed) for start-up expenses” (VLT, n.d.). In addition, VLT focuses on farms
that are 25 acres or larger. Since the creation of this program in the early 2000’s, VLT has completed
over 100 Farmland Access Projects, connecting nearly 40 farmers with land (Maggie Donin, personal
communication, 2019). This has allowed these farmers to expand their businesses and either purchase
the land they are working or lease the land until they are able to purchase it. More recently, VLT has
been helping farms gain access to land through their Farmland Futures Fund, where VLT purchases
and holds the land and development rights while leasing the land to a farmer while the farmer accesses
the funding and capital necessary to purchase the conserved land from VLT (VLT retains the
conservation easement). This period of interim ownership helps to prevent farmland from being sold
or developed before aspiring farmers can gain access to capital.
The investigation that Vermont Land Trust proposed for this masters project involved learning
more about individuals who indicated interest in farmland access with VLT through an online sign-up
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on the VLT website. Anyone can sign up through the VLT
Farmland Access Program
website to be on their farm seeker list, but they must
Sign-up Form Questions
answer several questions prior to being added to the list
1. Name/Address/Phone/Email
(Figure 36). These questions allow VLT to better
2. Description of current operation
understand the current and desired farm business
3. What size farm are you looking for?
4. Preferred location?
characteristics, which helps them to connect farm seekers
5. Farming experience
with available land. As well, it helps them to prioritize which
6. Have you completed a business
farm seekers to connect with individually. For example, if
plan?
there is a farm seeker who is very prepared to access land Figure 36. VLT’s Farmland Access Program signand VLT has an available parcel that might fit their needs, up form questions. Data source: VLT
then VLT can contact the farm seeker via phone or email
to gather and share additional information. After submitting the answers to these questions,
individuals are added to a “farm-seeker” list managed by VLT. Farm seekers on this list receive periodic
emails that list farmland available through VLT. Occasionally, the Farmland Access Program Director
communicates with farm seekers individually via e-mail and phone calls, providing information about
available farmland and resources, and gathering additional information about farm seeker
characteristics and interests. VLT also works directly with farm seekers who have found land through
traditional real estate searches that they are interested in putting in conservation. Because every farm
and farmer are unique, there are multiple routes by which farm seekers can access land with VLT,
depending on what is available, what is desired, finances, and timeframes. VLT’s Farmland Access
Program facilitates land access through new conservation, transitioning already conserved land, lease
opportunities, acquisition with interim ownership, and more.

METHODS
I used a mixed methods data collection for this research project, utilizing both a survey and
focus groups. The population under investigation included individuals looking to access farmland in
Vermont, who are referred to throughout as “farm seekers”. The initial population was a database of
individuals that had signed up through Vermont Land Trust’s website, indicating interest in receiving
information about available farmland through VLT. Later, in order to obtain more participation, the
survey link was shared through VLT’s social media platforms, which opened up the study population
to any individual seeking land in Vermont. At the time of initial survey deployment, the farm-seeker
list contained around 500 individuals. I obtained IRB approval for the project on September 9, 2020,
under exemption 2 status (Study #00001132).
SURVEY
I designed the survey based on conversations with VLT’s Farmland Access Program Director Maggie
Donin around what information VLT was interested in obtaining about farm seekers, which generally
focused on demographics, farming experience, desired farmland characteristics, farm business goals,
and land access support needed. In addition, questions were included in the survey that addressed
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the larger goals of the project, particularly around investigating attitudes around a land trust model
for land access.
Survey drafts were shared back and forth between myself and VLT multiple times to refine
questions (e.g. defining acreage ranges, or farm sizes) and ensure the survey met VLT needs. A final
draft was shared with two Vermont farmers - Taylor Mendell of Footprint Farm and Gabby Tuite of
Old Road Farm - to elicit feedback on the comprehensiveness of the survey. Taylor Mendell is a former
employer and close friend that is active with Vermont’s National Young Farmers Coalition. Gabby Tuite
and her partner acquired a 24-acre farm in Granville, VT with the help of Vermont Land Trust in 2020.
Their feedback was incorporated into the final survey draft.
The survey contained 48 questions organized into eight
Survey Categories
sections (Figure 37). Survey questions included multiple choice,
1. Current farm operation
Likert-scale, and long answer options. The survey was hosted online
2. Desired farm information
on Lime Survey and launched the week of October 12th, 2020. The
3. Expectations/Goals
number of responses to the survey in the first two weeks was less
4. Resources Needed
than hoped, so a reminder email was sent out by Vermont Land Trust.
5. Knowledge Level
In all, there were 16 complete surveys and 7 partial surveys submitted
6. Current Tools
by participants a week after the reminder email. After a discussion
7. Sustainability/Viability
with VLT and my advisor, we decided to shorten the survey to make 8. Demographics
it less intensive. This editing focused on the removal of long answer
Figure 37. Survey categories
questions (particularly those whose content would be touched on in
the focus groups), as well as information on individuals’ current farm characteristics. Also, the survey
introduction was edited to contain information about expected time commitment of completing the
survey (10-30 min). The process of drafting a second survey was completed with feedback from VLT,
ensuring that no questions deemed essential were eliminated. The second survey contained 33
questions, a 31% reduction. This survey was sent out via email the week of November 9th, 2020. The
survey was also posted on VLT’s social media sites in order to access more farm seekers. In addition,
VLT sent emails to several farm seekers with whom they were currently working that included a survey
link. There were 24 completed and 4 partially completed responses to this second survey. Therefore,
the total number of survey participants was 51 (40 complete; 11 partial), meeting our target of 50
survey responses (~10% of farm seekers).
FOCUS GROUPS
At the end of the survey, individuals could provide contact information if they were interested in
participating in a focus group. Twenty-one of the 51 survey farm seekers volunteered to participate.
This group of farm seekers was contacted via e-mail and asked to participate in a Doodle poll (an
online scheduling tool) to schedule focus group sessions. Out of the 21 volunteers, 12 indicated
availability via the poll, and three focus groups were scheduled. Focus groups took place on Zoom
(online meeting platform) on December 5th & 6th, 2020, and January 7th, 2021. Four individuals were
scheduled to attend each focus group, in addition to myself. However, one individual per focus group
did not show up to participate, so the final number of individuals in each focus group was 3 (9 total).

26

Focus group questions focused more in-depth around the role of land trusts in conservation of
working landscapes, perceived advantages and disadvantages of accessing land through a land trust,
personal experience with barriers to land access, and expectations around VLT assistance in the land
access process. Prior to each session, focus group participants were emailed the consent form and a
PDF document detailing two farm properties in Vermont that would be
Farms Discussed
discussed during the focus groups (Figure 38). These properties varied in
1. Lewis Creek Farm
size, type, conservation status, tenure arrangement, availability, and
2. Peace Farm
location, among others. This variety of properties was intentionally chosen
3. Gleason Grains Farm
in order to gain more understanding of advantages and disadvantages of 4. Brook Meadow Farm
various farms. The properties were selected by VLT after we discussed 5. Green Acres Farm
the types of properties that would be interesting to hear farm seeker
groups discuss. We had time to discuss two properties in two focus
groups; one focus group discussed a single property. For details about Figure 38. Farms discussed in
focus group sessions.
farm properties, see Appendix C.
Focus groups were audio and video recorded and transcribed via Microsoft Word, then edited
for accuracy. Video recording was included to ensure attribution of statements to proper individuals.
After transcription, video and audio recording were deleted. Names in this report have been changed
to protect farm seeker privacy.
ANALYSIS
Survey data was collected anonymously and imported into SPSS (statistical analysis software).
Summary statistics were performed on quantitative data and summary tables were produced. Due to
a small sample size and a prevalence of qualitative data, no advanced statistics were run. Long answer
responses were imported into NVIVO (qualitative analysis software), where themes were extracted
for specific questions (e.g., “Why [are you] not [farming right now]” had themes of cost, another job,
lack of land access, family dynamics, physical handicap, and school).
Focus group transcripts were imported into NVIVO and organized based on the research
questions (i.e., quotes throughout the focus groups were placed in categories as they pertained to
research questions). Each of these groups was then coded for themes. For example, focus groups
were coded to select information around “Advantages of land access through a land trust.” The
quotations that were included in this group were coded into themes, such as “preventing
development”, “affordable”, “resources”, etc (14 total). For both survey and focus group themes, only
prevalent or persistent themes were reported in the results section (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

RESULTS
DEMOGRAPHICS
There were 51 farm seekers that participated in the survey. Of those, 37% identified as female, 58%
identified as male, and 5% identified as other (Figure 39, next page). The average age of farm seekers
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was 41.1 years (SD=12.7 yrs.), with the youngest farm seeker being 26 yrs. and the eldest being 68
yrs. Forty percent of farm seekers were in the 30-39 age range (Figure 40). Slightly over half of farm
seekers were from Vermont (55%; Figure 41). In all, 75% of all farm seekers were living in the New
England region (Figure 42). Two reported residences in two states. States represented included
60-69
Other
5%

13%

50-59
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58%

8%

40-49

26%
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40%

20-29
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37%
Figure 39. Gender identity of farm seekers. N=38

13%
0%

Figure 41. State of residence. “Both” indicates farm
seeker claimed residences in Vermont and another
state. N=40
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Figure 42. Region of residence. “Other” indicates farm
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N=40

Alaska, California, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Missouri, North Carolina, New Hampshire, New York,
Oregon, Virginia, Vermont, and Washington state. Ninety percent of farm seekers identified as White
or Caucasian; 8% as Black or African American; 5% as American Indian or Native Alaskan; and 3%
as Hispanic or Latino. Of those farm seekers who provided educational attainment information, 63%
had a 2- or 4-yr college degree and 31% had a graduate degree (N=16).
Of the 51 respondents, nine participated in three focus group sessions (3 per session). Five
focus group participants were male-presenting and 4 were female-presenting. Six were living in
Vermont currently; one lives in California but grew up in Vermont; one lives in Washington State but
previously farmed in New England; and one lives in Massachusetts but previously lived and farmed in
Vermont. There was one couple that was looking to access a farm together. Of the nine participants,
four were currently farming. The farming enterprises of those currently farming were flowers, maple,
organic vegetables, and a diversified educational farm. The age range was 20s to 50s (based on
commentary).
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FARMER CHARACTERISTICS
The majority of farm seekers had 10 or fewer years of farming experience (57%; Figure 43) and were
currently farming (63%; Figure 44). Of those who shared how they became interested in farming
(N=19) the majority either reported growing up near or on a farm (26%) or being exposed to farming
in an educational setting (32%; included high school or college). Farm seekers studied agriculture,
but also ag-adjacent disciplines, including environmental sustainability and geology. Farm seeker Cory,
32, reported: “Interest in environmental sustainability in high school led me to explore organic
agriculture, and I’ve never looked back” (survey). Other farm seekers similarly reported an exposure
to agriculture driving them to explore farming more deeply. Thirty-one-year-old farm seeker Jules
studied geology but became interested in agriculture because of its relationship with multiple realms
of the human and natural world. They stated in the survey that they have “Multiple degrees in geology.
Decided agriculture, not academia, had the most potential to address ecological, climate, and health
crises.” This exposure to agriculture, either by circumstances (where one grew up) or choice
(education) was the main avenue that led farm seekers to farming. Gardening was another way that
farm seekers became interested in farming (21%).
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21+
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Figure 43. Years of farming experience. N=49

Figure 44. Current farming status. Includes parttime farming. N=49

Farm seekers reported gaining farming skills mainly through jobs and apprenticeships (N=21;
48%). David, a 31-year-old farm seeker, reported that he gained skills through “Apprenticeship;
apprenticeship; job; job; job; job; job; own business” (survey). Like many careers, skills are built over
time through many hands-on experiences. Most of those farm seekers that went to school for
agriculture still cited on-job training for skill building. Several farm seekers also reported utilizing books
(14%), online resources (24%), or workshops/programs (14%) to learn farming skills.
Of those farm seekers who were currently farming, 55% owned the farm business, 45%
managed the farm, 13% were farmhands, and 10% reported “other” (Figure 45, next page). The
farmland that farm seekers currently work on was most often owned (41%), followed by leased (37%),
free (16%), and bartered (3%; Figure 46, next page). Of those who were not currently farming, lack
of access to land and/or having another job or career were the most common reasons cited. In
addition, half of those farm seekers who cited holding another job as a reason for not currently farming
reported relocation as being a factor. Christine and her family moved to Vermont, which required her
to get an off-farm job to support their family. She shared: “We moved to Vermont this summer,
searching for land we could settle into and farm/steward for the next 40-50 years. We have not found
that yet. When we left Texas, my husband left his farming job, and a year ago I switched to farming
part time so I could take a remote job that would allow us to move while still having income” (survey).
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Figure 45. Farm seeker’s position on the farm at
which they currently work, if applicable.
Percentages do not sum to 100% as farm seekers
were able to select multiple responses. N=31
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Tenure of farm land
Figure 46. Tenure of current farmland at which
farm seekers work, if applicable. Percentages do
not sum to 100% as farm seekers were able to
select multiple responses. N=31

Most farm seekers were more abridged in their survey descriptions of why they were not currently
farming, such as Alex (47) - “career, school, life” – and Jessica (26) – “lost access to land,” but the
main themes were land access and having another job.
The majority of farm seekers reported that they have a business plan “in progress” for the
farm operation for which they are seeking land (75%), with 10% reporting “yes” and another 10%
reporting “no”. The remaining 5% indicated that the business plan was dependent on the parcel.
Thirty percent of farm seekers were extremely willing to change their business plan to fit the landscape
(soil, infrastructure, land features) of prospective farmland, with only 4% being not willing at all

4%

Figure 47. Willingness to change farm business plan
to fit the landscape of prospective farmland. N=47

Figure 48. Farm seeker level of confidence level in ability to
obtain capital to access farmland. N=44

(Figure 47). Average willingness on a scale of 1 to 5 was 3.6. (SD=1.2). Focus group participant Alex
spoke of how he and his wife have adapted their business plans over the many years they have been
searching for land in Vermont. In addition to increasing the price they are willing to pay, he stated:
The other thing that we have changed is our acreage. The ideal operation I'm looking for would have
like maybe like 20+ prime tillable acres, but now we're like, we'll consider anything with three prime
tillable acres. Especially, you know, we kind of take the ‘beggars can't be choosers’ approach in that we
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will consider any property. And we’ve also kind of slightly modified our business plan. Like, our ideal
business has remained the same, but we're kind of trying to figure out a business plan that could suffice.

Because the types of ventures farmers can engage in can be heavily dependent on the features and
qualities of the land they will access, it is likely that farmers understand that flexibility and adaptability
of their business plans can allow them access to a greater diversity of farm lands. Farm seekers were
also relatively confident in their ability to secure capital, with 36% being fairly confident and 25%
being extremely confident (M=3.67; SD=1.1). Only 5% reported being not at all confident (Figure 48,
previous page). Capital is an important factor in land access; even if a farmer found an ideal parcel of
land, they would be unable to access it without the means to purchase or lease it. It is encouraging
that farm seekers are somewhat confident in their ability to access capital, as this is a factor over
which the land trust has little to no influence (while the land trust assists in reducing price through
conservation, farm seekers must obtain capital to purchase the land).
DESIRED LAND CHARACTERISTICS
Farm seekers were interested in acquiring land in every region of Vermont, with the majority of farm
seekers interested in the Champlain Valley (64%) and Central Vermont (60%; Figure 49). Southern
Vermont and the Northeast Kingdom were the least selected regions, yet more than 25% of farm
seekers still indicated interest in acquiring land in
these areas. Farm seekers were able to select
multiple regions of interest, with 6% selecting all six
regions and 47% selecting more than two (Figure 50,
next page). Thirty-eight percent selected only one
region of interest.
Farm seekers’ reasons for being interested in
a region(s) were most often related to familiarity with
a region and/or proximity to friends or family.
Courtney, 58, was interested in the Champlain Valley,
Central Vermont, the Mad River Valley, and
Southeast Vermont and stated her reason as: “The
locations/areas of interest are all areas which I could
drive to or relocate to willingly. My family currently
resides in Central Vermont and a location North or
East of there would be most conducive.” Most survey
farm seekers reported multiple reasons for being
interested in a region. Michael, 31, expressed interest
in Southeast Vermont in his survey and explained:
“We like the beauty, the community, and the
accessibility to my in-laws in Boston.” Other
commonly
reported
factors
were
physical Figure 49. Region(s) farm seekers were interested in
acquiring farmland. Percentages do not sum to 100% as
characteristics of a region, access to markets, farm seekers were able to select multiple regions. N=50
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Number of respondents

proximity to other specified cities or regions,
20
proximity to current residence or job, and proximity
15
to an urban area. Claire was solely interested in land
in Central Vermont, as her family is familiar with and
10
enamored of a particular town in the region. She
reported: “Our dream location to farm is Stowe. We
5
have visited countless times and entirely love it there.
0
A mountain small town with few people around
1
2
3
4
5
6
during the off-season. We really think about our
Number of regions selected
future and genuinely envision raising our children in
Stowe. That is where our hearts are set.” Some farm Figure 50. Number of regions in Vermont in which farm
seekers were interested in acquiring land. N=50
seekers disclosed reasons why certain regions were
not of interest to them, such as those regions close to urban areas. Corley, 32, was interested in land
all across Vermont, except in the Northeast Kingdom (NEK). He reported in his survey response: “For
our particular farm vision, we think that in the NEK, the climate, common soil types, and access to
markets will be significantly worse than elsewhere in the state.” Affordability was reported as a factor
by only 9% of farm seekers, and weather or climate by 7%.
Farm seekers expressed interest in accessing land with pre-existing infrastructure (e.g.,
housing, barns), or that allows construction of infrastructure. The type and quality of infrastructure
was a factor however, with farm seekers hesitant to access land with infrastructure that did not fit
their farm vision or would require too much effort or expense to convert (e.g., dairy or horse farm
infrastructure). Many farm seekers expressed interest in having the ability to have agritourism
ventures on their farms, particularly around education and farm stays. Focus group participant Ali
wants to share the knowledge she has gained over her career through offering educational
opportunities on her farm. She shared:
To link to what Jake and Taylor mentioned before about different kinds of programming as a part of a
diversified farm, I do a lot of back country education stuff. I’d love to be able to have a small campus
on my property for that sort of stuff. I think less in terms of events and more in terms of immersion
workshops and conferences and stuff. But I totally want to be able to do it. Yeah yeah, I work in that
field now and to be able to do that as part of my farming practice would be awesome.

Depending on the type of agritourism, farmers would need the ability to build infrastructure and have
adequate space to engage in both farming and tourism ventures. Finally, farm seekers were interested
in certain qualities of the land – the size of the farm, topology of the land, the quality of the soil –
based on the type of farming they were interested in. When discussing a dairy farm property in a
focus group, flower farmer Steph was hesitant about accessing land with dairy infrastructure. She
stated:
I think I would think about a dairy farm, maybe that hasn’t been one for a while versus one that was
more recently active that had a lot of newer infrastructure. And kind of the value in that and not wanting
to do something totally different when the land is kind of set up in a good way. Like I wouldn’t be the
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right farmer, you know… ’cause even if somebody wasn’t doing dairy, they could have animals that
could benefit from that kind of infrastructure and not wanting to... I would like some crop rotation with
animals, but not on that scale.

It may be common sense that farmers care about the qualities of the land they are accessing, but the
point is that each farmer cares about a unique set of qualities based on their current goals, and they
recognize that these goals may change over time. This knowledge makes many farm seekers skittish
about committing to farmland that does not fit certain requirements or that restricts their ability to
change their farm business in the future. Knowing and understanding the qualities that are priorities
can help guide land access.
FARMER GOALS
The length of time farm seekers had been looking for land varied. Across the focus groups, several
had been looking for a year or fewer while others had been looking for more than five years. For those
that had been looking for a long time, finding the right parcel at the right price seemed to be their
biggest impediment. Zach’s priority was a parcel with prime agricultural soil – most other things he
could do without, including living on farm. He shared,
If I'm gonna spend $500,000 on a piece of land I want the primary value of that to be on the land, not
on the house. And I do encounter that a lot with some of these listings - that for the land that I'm
looking for there will be very little land, like that's not of the quality that I'm looking for. But then it
might have like a really nice house on it and that's just not what we're looking for.

This suggests that there are certain things about which farm seekers are willing to compromise, and
other things that they are not. Zach, who is interested in diversified vegetables, would not buy a
property without prime soils or adequate water. Farm seekers are often balancing personal, business,
and land interests, which can make it difficult to find a perfect fit. Focus group participant Andrew
lamented about the number of factors that farmers need to consider when looking for land to access:
There’s a whole bunch of things to balance. Like, you know, price, and then soil, and all this stuff. I was
talking to a friend who just bought a house in Seattle, and they were looking for a long time and his big
thing he needed was like, he wanted a basement. You know he wanted a habitable basement, and I
thought, how nice would that be if that were the only qualification I had?! You know I got like a list of
45 things that are our qualifications of the land and property [that we want to access].

In response to juggling these multiple factors he stated:
I've had to sort of keep broadening my range of possibilities, you know, starting with this idea that I'll do
this thing, and then realizing that finding land that's suitable for this thing - who knows if that will come
available? And so, thinking, maybe I could do this or that, or this or that, if it means getting into it sooner.
Like for example, in my ideal world it would be, I don't know, maybe like a 20-acre parcel, sort of on a
hillside, elevated so you get more frost drainage and things like that. And you know, maybe it's open and
[has] a little preexisting infrastructure and all that. And realizing that may never come available, especially
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if we're looking sort of in a particular region. And thinking, OK, maybe I could… grow mushrooms, or maybe
I grew… or whatever, if we can get into it sooner. So, it's been sort of a… I mean, we've only been looking
for four or five months here for land, but each day sort of revising my expectations and seeing what's
possible and thinking, could I work with that?

Here again, farm seekers are generally willing to adapt their plans – to a point. Understanding when
and why farmers are willing to be flexible might be helpful in connecting them with land that might
suit their needs.
The majority of farm seekers were seeking to access land fairly or extremely urgently (57%),
with only 7% reporting no urgency at all (M=3.5; SD=1.2; Figure 51). Fifty-one percent of farm
seekers reported that their ideal timeline for accessing land would be within the next year, followed
by 35% in 1-2 years (Figure 52). Only 2% selected “5 or more years from now”. The vast majority of
farm seekers were looking to own a medium ($10,000-$50,000/yr [gross]) or large farm business
(>$50,000/yr; 66%; Figure 53), with the highest percentage of farm seekers aiming to have a large
farm business (43%). Fewer than 15% were looking to homestead or farm part-time (<$2,500/yr).
When asked how they envisioned their farm operation growing over the next ten years, 60% were
aiming for growth of 1-100%, while 40% were aiming to grow by more than 100%. No farm seekers
expected to get smaller or stay the same (N=23).
60%
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Figure 51. Farm seekers reported urgency to access
land. N=44
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Figure 53. Farm seekers desired farm business size. N=48.
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Figure 54. Number of acres desired. N=45

Farm seekers reported seeking to purchase anywhere from fewer than 5 acres to more than
250 acres, with 21-50 acres being the most common response (31%; Figure 54). The second most
common response was 101-250 acres (24%), followed by 6-20 acres (18%). Farm seekers in the
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focus group seemed to be flexible on the size of the farmland, so long as it met certain basic
requirements. Noah, a young maple farmer, stated:
[I] need between 100 to 200 acres for the amount of taps that I've been doing and in the future I need
to start looking at the marketing side of it more, try to get out of the bulk. So, it's going to be looking
for land with enough mature and good maples. Trying to make sure it's not as steep as where... I am
now, 'cause my knees won't hold up forever doing that type of walking. (focus group)

Greg and his family have been looking for farmland to purchase for many years, finding that the
requirements for land he wants to access have become, over the years, more focused on the quality
of the land, rather than the size. He stated:
We passed up on a lot of properties that are, like you know, 60 acres of pasture on a hillside, and
moving more towards like, hey, we want, you know, like Zach said - thanks Zach – at least like 3 acres
of flat, good soil. You know, I used to be like ‘I'll grow or graze cows on a rocky mountainside, I don't
care. I'll do anything, whatever - I'll run them in the woods!’ And more and more I'm like, I actually
really want something flat with decent soil, because the more I do this, the more that is valuable to me.
(focus group)

Both of these extended quotes have a temporal aspect; in the former Noah is looking to access land
that he can manage into his older years, and in the latter, Greg is expressing how his willingness to
compromise at the cost of convenience has decreased over the years. There is a value in accessing
the right farmland, and that may be worth the wait and a premium.
Farm seekers expressed interest in producing
a wide range of products, including berries,
apples, maple, dairy, flowers, hydroponics,
vegetables, and maple, as well as have
educational or event spaces on their farms. The
majority hope to produce vegetables (65%),
followed by fruit (50%), meat (48%), eggs
(46%), and value-added products (48%; Figure
55). The “other” category included cut flowers,
Christmas trees, herbs, saffron, wine, cider,
chestnuts, and an artist-in-residence program.
Forty-nine percent of farm seekers hope to
produce four or fewer unique products, with 51%
hoping to produce five or more (Figure 56, next
page). Only 15% reported planning to produce
only one product.
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Figure 55. Percentage of farm seekers interested in
producing various products on future farmland. N=48

These survey questions did not include answer options related to agritourism, but interest in these
ventures was prominent in the focus groups. Noah, a maple producer, stated:
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I'm definitely interested in having multiple livelihood assets on the land, whether it be places people
come and stay or public space. I’m also a woodworker - timber framer - and plan to run a wood shop.
So, I would like to be able to have some land outside of the farming, in part to accommodate public
spaces and events like that, if possible. I think just going 100% off of farming with a business plan is
hard and daunting, if you're trying to just do that.

Zach expressed interest but did not feel that it was a requirement.

Number of respondents

Yeah, we're open to like agrotourism or like Airbnb, but we don't really see it as like a necessity and we
wouldn't rule out a property if it didn't have that potential. But if a property met our agricultural
requirements and then also had some side hustle potential, we would just see that as an added benefit.
And it's something my wife's really drawn to, whether it means like a space for catering events like
weddings, or whether it means us building a cabin and having some rental potential. It's definitely
something that we're drawn to, but we don't see it as a necessity.
16
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Figure 56. Number of products farm seekers
are interested in producing on future farmland.
N=48
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Figure 57. Interest in types of land access. Note: percentages do not
sum to 100% as farm seekers were able to choose multiple responses.
N=50

The vast majority of farm seekers were interested in any way to access land (83%), with 25%
interested in land access only through a land trust and 19% interested in collective or cooperative
land access (farm seekers could choose multiple responses; Figure 57). Several focus group
participants endorsed being interested in alternative access models. Ali, who is interested in moving
back to Vermont to farm, admitted that she wanted to participate in the focus group specifically to
talk about alternative models. She shared:
So, the reason that I'm on this call is that I'm particularly interested in what the land link and the land
trusts are doing in terms of like alternative tenure. The reason I don't still live in Vermont and why I live
in LA is because I can't afford to, which is like a wild paradox. I make my living in building trades and
it's been easier for me to support myself in a city than it has been in the countryside that I grew up in
- and it's been that way for years. I keep trying to make returns to rural New England and because my
family doesn't own any land, and because I don't have much equity as a land buyer, I need to find
alternative ways into that partnership.

Alternative models could include lease-to-own, work-to-own (working alongside farmer looking to
transition, slowly adding more responsibilities and/or ownership), collective ownership, or cooperative
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ownership. In addition to reasons of affordability, Jake spoke of the benefits of having multiple farmers
engaged in diverse enterprises on one parcel of land. He stated:
We’re also kind of excited about alternative options. I think our ideal situation 10 or 20 years from now
would be a property that we can have multiple enterprises on and one person's sugaring and one
person's got some dairy cows and there's a veg CSA that's part of it. And maybe all under the same
name but managed by individuals or couples. And then I think my read of the markets and the finances
is that the easiest way to make farming viable is to have non-farm or farm-adjacent enterprises weddings and dinners. And I think we're both interested - if not excited - about that aspect as well. To
make the farming a little bit easier financially and physically, and able to diversify our day to day.

Siobhan hoped to access 5-20 acres for a hydroponic farm, owning and running a farm business
collectively with her children. For them, building community and offering a space for children with
special needs and their families to visit as an escape the city and to experience the natural world
(Siobhan moved from NYC to be closer to family in VT). She shared in a focus group:
So for us… we don't need as much. I don't need 100 acres or something - maybe eventually - but
anywhere between the minimum 5, I'd say up to about 15 or 20 we could handle 'cause that would give
enough for green houses… Because we're trying to collectivize this, in a sense, the families of the
children with special needs could come and work or learn how to grow or garden and take those skills
back somewhere. And it could be local folks too, but I just know that families of children and adults with
special needs, they’re resourced differently and I really want to eventually – it doesn't happen always
immediately – but eventually have some kind of impact there.

Certainly not all farm seekers were interested in alternative farm access or collective ventures, but
there was enough interest among focus group participants to warrant discussion, and for organizations
to take note.
LAND ACCESS WITH VLT
Farm seekers were on average somewhat familiar with the process of accessing land through a land
trust, with the mean response on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is not familiar at all and 5 is extremely
familiar being 2.9 (SD=1.2). The most frequent response was “fairly familiar” (29%; Figure 58).
However, 17% were “not familiar at all” and only 7% were “extremely familiar.” Farm seekers were
able to broadly describe a conservation easement in their survey responses, with most focusing on
what cannot happen on the land after
conservation
–
mainly
restriction
on
development. Survey farm seeker Jules (31)
described what he understood a conservation
easement to be: “It means that a land trust holds
the rights to develop that piece of land or that
the owner has legally agreed not to develop that
land according to the guidelines laid out in said
Figure 58. Familiarity with land access through a land trust.
easement.” A few farm seekers focused on N=42
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positive impacts of conservation. Charlie (37) saw conservation easements as a way to define goals
for the land - “improve water quality, provide mig fairy [sic] habitat, etc”. One farm seeker with
experience in conservation easements added that the conservation easement often provides needed
cash for a working farm. It is unclear if farm seekers are aware of a distinction between a conservation
easement for agricultural use and general conservation, although, in the context of a farm survey, it
is likely assumed that the survey asked about agricultural conservation. Tammy (31) specified that
agricultural land conservation is one example of a conservation easement: “That land can't be
developed further, it's meant to stay in the use it was conserved under (ie agricultural)” (survey).
Focus group participant Zach was aware of the OPAV conservation tool but admitted that he did not
know that much about it. The other two members of his focus group had not heard of this conservation
tool. Overall, it did seem that those focus group participants that had more knowledge of conservation
tools reported having spoken to members of VLT. Siobhan, a 58-yr old woman interested in hydroponic
farming, had not spoken to a member of VLT, but expressed gratitude at being a part of the focus
group as she felt the conversation had deepened her knowledge around how the land trust operates.
Even this short, one-hour conversation about land trusts had a positive impact on farm seekers’
knowledge of conservation easements, showing the value of interpersonal communication.
Negligible assistance: I only want to receive
communications about available land
Minimal assistance: I am interested in consulting
with VLT about land I have found myself that has a
conservation easement or could be conserved
Moderate assistance: I want VLT to help match me
to available properties/ land owners based on what I
am looking for
Generous assistance: I would like guidance on
most steps in the land search and transfer process
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Figure 59. Amount of assistance respondents expected they might receive from VLT (or similar organization) in
accessing land. N=42

The amount of assistance farm seekers expected to receive from VLT varied, with the most
common expectation being “moderate assistance” (43%; Figure 59). Thirty-one percent expected
minimal assistance and 19% expected generous assistance. Eighty percent of those that reported
“other” were open to receiving any help they could get; James wrote: “Generous would be fantastic,
but is it available?” This recognition of the constraints of time, money, and staffing for non-profit
organizations assisting farm seekers with land access is not otherwise explicitly mentioned in the
survey; however, some focus group participants did express understanding that the land trust is
working within constraints of their own. Asked how he thought the land trust could do more to help
him access land, Zach stated:
I think the Vermont Land Trust does really good work and... Yeah, I mean I guess part of me wants
them to do more because it hasn't led to me finding land yet, but I really don't know what they could
do... I think it's a tough situation. You know a lot of the things that they have to consider are tough.
And they have to manage their relationship with the state and with the community in the state and not
everybody sees their work as very valuable. So, it's a little bit of a tough situation that they're in. But
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yeah, I think, you know, in my experience looking [for land] I work with land trusts in New England and
out here in the Northwest and I definitely think that Vermont Land Trust is doing some of the best work
of all the land trusts that I'm in touch with for sure. So, I'm really impressed with the work they do. I
mean, even this focus group, which I know is like your thing, Susanna, but it's like, you know, the fact
that it’s kind of all in collaboration. I think it’s really great stuff.

The top three types of assistance farm seekers reported needing to be ready to access land were
access to capital, education around ways to access land, and assistance evaluating prospective land
(Figure 60). Over one third of farm seekers reported needing information about conservation. “Other”
requests generally alluded that farm seekers were just looking for the right land at the right price. The
vast majority of farm seekers selected more than one type of assistance (88%), although two types
of assistance was most commonly selected (37%; Figure 61). Thus, farm seekers are interested in
assistance with multiple aspects of the farmland access process.
Access to capital
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Education around different ways to access land
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Assistance evaluating prospective land for desired land use
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Information about conservation
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Help with financial planning
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Figure 60. Types of assistance farm seekers reporting being necessary for them to receive in order to be ready
to access land. N= 47. Note: Percentages do not sum to 100% as farm seekers were able to select multiple
responses.
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Farm seekers reported that the loss of development rights from a conservation easement had
on average little effect on their interest in accessing land through a land trust, with 66% reporting no
or minor concern (M=2.1; SD=0.9; Figure 62). An additional 26% felt neutral and the remaining 8%
reported a moderate effect. No farm seekers felt that the loss of development rights due to a
conservation easement had an extreme effect on their interest in land access through a land trust.
However, the loss of development rights was the most reported disadvantage to accessing farmland
through a land trust (discussed in section below). It is possible that farm seekers reported a low effect
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Figure 61. Number of assistance items selected by
farm seekers. N=47
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Figure 62. Effect of loss of development rights from a
conservation easement on farm seeker’s interest in accessing
land though a land trust. Mean = 2.1 (SD=0.9). N=39
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(above) as they do not intend to engage in a conservation easement arrangement unless the contract
allowed the kind of development they would be interested in (e.g., building housing for labor).
The majority of farm seekers know a farmer
who have accessed land through a land trust
Neither
positive
(62%) and reported that the experience of that
nor
Generally
farmer was generally positive (75%; Figure 63).
negative
positive
13%
Comments in the “other” category reported that
75%
there were both positive and negative aspects of
Generally
negative
the experience. Summing up this dichotomy,
4%
survey farm seeker Frankie shared: “Extremely
Other
8%
long. But positive and grateful.” Of those who
received and responded to a survey question
Figure 63. Perceived experience of farmers who have
about what steps they have taken to be prepared accessed land through a land trust, reported by farm
to access land (N=16), the majority were seekers. N=47
generally in a brainstorming or information gathering phase (56%), followed by those that are actively
connecting or networking with professional organizations (25%), and then those that are ready to
move onto land (19%). Milton (26) has been preparing through researching, planning, and discussing
options with friends and potential partners. He stated in his survey: “We have been brainstorming
farm business models and searching for land through Zillow and VT land link. We have also started a
conversation with another farming couple about a collaborative operation.” Overall, having
conversations with farmers, organizations, and realtors were the most commonly cited steps farm
seekers have taken to prepare for farm land access. Financial planning, furthering education, land
searching, and market research were other steps taken cited by multiple farm seekers.
Farm seekers shared details about struggles they have had with land access, many of which
were only reported by single individuals (e.g., dairy regulations, having three children). The most
commoly reported challenges related to availability of land, finding land in a desired location,
affordability of the land, and access to capital or funding. Finding the right parcel, in the right location,
at the right price, and then accessing funding has been difficult for farm seekers. Andrew sumed up
his struggle by sharing with his focus group:
I sort of see [land access] like winning the lottery or something like that. First of all, the chances that a
parcel becomes available through a land trust that is, you know, in the region I’m looking for or of a
type that I’m looking for, is... the odds seem pretty slim. And then the odds of me making it through
the application process in a competitive pool is pretty slim. If it happened and I was able to access land
at a, you know, at a good price and - like Steph was staying – a you know, maybe a lot larger than I
would otherwise be looking for, that would be really awesome. I don’t necessarily see the odds of that
happening as very high, but just the fact that it’s a possibility I think is very very cool.

Despite all the barriers to land access, the fact is that farmers do gain access to land regularly. The
problem is that demand exceeds supply for many of the farm types these farm seekers are looking to
access. Other farm seekers expressed frustration at the competitive nature of both the real estate
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market and the Farmland Access Program, the former of which has worsened since the COVID-19
pandemic began. Only five farm seekers metioned the impact of the pandemic on their farm access
goals (10%), reporting both positive impacts and negative effects. Ali, who lives in LA but is interested
in returning to her birth state to farm, felt that COVID has re-invigorated land access conversations.
She shared with her focus group:
[T]his year specifically, real estate in New England during coronavirus - this list has blown up. And I
feel like there's so much more activity and I've experienced so much more clarity about what… the Land
Trust is trying to do in the face of whole scale development and de-zoning of agricultural land.

Steph reported that her flower farm is growing because people have been sending more flowers to
each other during the lockdowns. Siobhan, 58, took an early retirement due to COVID and moved to
Vermont to be close to her family and follow through on plans to start a hydroponmic farm, but found
that the farms they were interested in were already under contract. Noah was starting his land access
process about 5 years before he hopes to move onto new land (currently leasing), and found himself
frustrated with the migration of individuals and families from other cities and states into Vermont, who
typically have access to more capital to buy land than aspiring farmers. He shared in his focus group:
Now I would say just that [young and beginning farmers] definitely need the help. Lucky to have help
from the [Farm Service Agency], but especially with coronavirus now and the land prices going up and
land just seeming to come on the market and disappear right away - it feels wrong that so much of it
goes to people that don't live here or that aren't using it. And it's just frustrating to be in Vermont, be
planning on staying in Vermont, and be dedicated to producing maple syrup or milk or these products
that Vermont really highlights – like, this is Vermont… But then when it comes down to it, it feels like...
it's just really hard to really do that unless you're coming into it with a lot of resources or a lot of luck.
So, I'm trying to start early. But it seems like there should be more people – like Greg and Zach are
both saying - more people working to try to keep that going because that's really what Vermont talks
about a lot. And if they're talking about it and priding themselves on it, I feel like there should be more
effort to make sure that it's still gonna be happening like that and that that land is going to farmers not
second homeowners or this or that.

This issue is not new, but it has been highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. While we do not know
what the markets will look like as we move into a recovery phase, it is likely that competition from
both within and without will remain, and possibly worsen as climate change drives people to re-locate
to cooler, inland regions. Vermont’s population growth is near zero (-0.3% from 2010-2019; US Census
Bureau, 2019), which former UVM economics professor Art Woolf attributes to a combination of fewer
births than deaths and a net out-migration of people (Woolf, 2019). He argues that Vermont needs to
take steps to make the state more attractive, such as improving economic opportunites and affordable
housing. Part of problem is that Americans have been depopulating rural regions for years, and
Vermont is a decidedly rural state. What may reverse that trend, in part, would be, according to Woolf,
“If — and it’s a big if — Americans begin to prefer rural lifestyles, we could see people moving into
those counties” – a trend that was widely reported as occuring during the COVID-10 pandemic (Rose,
2020). What Noah is arguing above is that Vermont should take steps to ensure that our agricultraul
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lands are accessible and affordable to farmers first, rather than wealthy migrants looking for a rural
retreat.
EXPECTATIONS OF VLT SEEKER LIST
At the time that seekers signed up to receive communication about available farmland with VLT or
similar organizations, 58% reported that they were “actively seeking land and wanted to be kept in
the loop”, while another 23% were “actively seeking land and wanted to connect” (Figure 64). Twenty
percent were not actively seeking land. Expectations of the farm seekers varied, with some wishing
for more contact than they got, some
amazed at the amount of support they
I'm actively seeking land and
received, and some with no
23%
wanted to connect
expectations at all. Several farm
I’m actively seeking land and
seekers reported not having much
58%
wanted to be kept in the loop
communication from VLT, which was
frustrating. Christine reflected in her
I'm not actively seeking land
20%
survey response: “Since signing up, I
0%
20%
40%
60%
have only received one or two emails
about available land. I don't know Figure 64. Current land search status of farm seekers at the time they
whether that is because there is not a signed up on VLT’s farm seeker list. Percentages do not sum to 100%
due to rounding. N=40
lot of land available right now, or
because we were not seen as a fit for the other land that is available. More transparency in what is
available and why one is receiving or not receiving communications may be helpful.” Michael also
reported little communication from VLT but seemed less disappointed, adding that they “have been
glad to know that I'll be kept in the loop” (survey). Andrew sees the farm seeker list as one of many
tools for land access. In the focus group he shared:
Yeah, I don’t know if I had any particular expectations from the Land Trust. Like everyone else has said,
sort of get on the list and see what happens. I mean, for me it’s sort of like one of many irons in the fire
and it’s a very cool iron or a hot iron or I don’t know… I'm messing up my metaphor here, but [laughs] I
don't know. I don't really have any particular expectations.

Some farm seekers reported being surprised by the low number of available properties, either in
the state as a whole or in a desired region. Robyn, a 48-yr old survey farm seeker, shared: “Relatively
few properties are listed as available on the VLT website. I do not have any sense that VLT will be a
helpful resource in my search for land.” In the focus group Noah reported that he also hadn’t seen
many parcels that would fit his needs, but he remained grateful to be kept informed. “Not many sugar
bushes coming through, so I'm obviously looking for different type of parcel, but having the
opportunity to see them as they come is awesome.” Some frustration around the difficulties of finding
land in Vermont bubbled up in the focus group discussion when Greg, who has been looking for land
for years, stated with playful sarcasm: “I signed up so that I wouldn't miss any opportunities for access
to farmland in the state of Vermont, and I have been made aware of a lot of opportunities. And none
have panned out. So, it feels like it's worked out for me.” Frustration can stem from a discrepancy
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between what one is expecting and what one receives, so that either offering VLT farm seekers more
autonomy around what level of communication they wish to receive or more education around the
number and types of properties that are typically available (i.e., there actually are not that many
properties through VLT and/or it really depends on many other factors, over which VLT has no control)
would better align farm seeker expectations with reality.
Those farm seekers who were contacted directly via phone or email by VLT staff were typically
surprised but delighted to have been singled out for assistance. Steph, a flower farmer in Chittenden
County, signed up on the farm seeker list to make sure she didn’t miss any farmland opportunities,
and was thrilled to get a phone call from Farmland Access Program Director Maggie Donin. She shared:
I actually was also very surprised that, like, I filled out a form and then Maggie at the Land Trust wanted to
set up a phone call. I didn't think that I would actually get a real person. I was just like, oh I want to get on
this list so that I can, you know, access what their... like, an email digest as opposed to just, you know,
checking the web page like a crazy person every other day. And so it was also like a confidence booster for
me to talk to Maggie and have her go through some, not qualifiers, but to ask questions in a productive
manner that you know just…even just having somebody listen to me talk about my business and my business
plan made me feel like OK, I do know what I'm doing. [laughs] So that felt good, even if I end up buying,
you know, five acres and it's not through a Land Trust because that's what I can afford. You know it will
still have been a positive experience from thus far, yeah.

This personal contact gave Steph encouragement and validation, as well as giving her an opportunity
to ask questions and set goals for her business. While making a personal phone call to every farm
seeker is not necessarily realistic, it is important to note the value of this action to farm seekers.
ADVANTAGES OF LAND ACCESS THROUGH A LAND TRUST
Affordability and preventing development of land were the most frequently cited advantages of land
access through a land trust. When responding to a survey question about what farm seekers see as
advantages of land access through a land trust, Michael, 31, succinctly stated: “The ability to access
land at competitive prices. Ensuring the previous owner's conservation wishes are met. Partnering in
a comprehensive conservation strategy for the state.” Like Michael, most farm seekers reported
multiple advantages. Another advantage cited was that a reduction in price could allow farmers to
access more land than they otherwise could afford. Tammy shared in her survey response: “It's a way
to get access to larger parcels of land that are already conserved that are "listed" per se. It's a way
to afford land that might otherwise be developed.” In terms of preventing development, some farm
seekers focused on the value of keeping the land in farming while others focused on preventing urban
development. Noah was eager to share his thoughts on the advantages of land access thorough a
land trust in a focus group, stating:
Quickly, the I think [land conservation] is a good thing as we see Dorset St and all the farm fields that
aren't put under land conservation going into development and neighborhoods around. It's just obvious
that as those farmers die... if their land wasn't used, then they’d make it into neighborhoods, and that
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breaks my heart. So, for me, the land trust is important to be able to maintain the space and the beauty
that we got in Vermont here and to keep it working.

Reflected in this response and others, farm seekers view the land trust as playing a critical role in
maintaining Vermont’s working landscape, which is often a reason cited for wanting to farm in Vermont
(see Why Vermont section, below). A staunch supporter of the restrictions on development rights that
come with conservation, Alex, 47, stated in his survey response:
There shouldn’t be any development rights, except a home, a barn, and maybe an out building. The world
has the ability to build vertically, it hard to raise cattle vertically. Take care of the land and it will take
care of you. Who in the hell wants to walk out on their +100 acre farm and see a bunch of cookie cutter
homes? Conversely who wants to buy a cookie cutter home and hear my roosters, tractor, and
sheep....everyone! It was a trick redundant question!

While many might not agree that a working farm is an ideal neighbor, Alex makes a valid argument –
with humor – that we should be intentional about how and where we develop land in order to preserve
both wild and working landscapes, which provide ecosystem services from which we all benefit. Gus,
a 68-yr old farm seeker, felt that the land trust preserves the Vermont he loves. He shared in his
survey: “[Conservation] is needed if you want to keep Vermont’s green fields and cows. Without the
Land Trust, the wrong people buy the land and do nothing with it except maybe clip the fields once a
year. That is not Vermont.” He’s expressing his belief that the cultural landscape of Vermont is
inexorably linked to its working landscape.
Several farm seekers spoke of or alluded to the advantages of accessing resources that land
trusts can provide, such as programs (e.g., Farmland Futures Fund), knowledge, technical assistance,
and trust within the community. Jules (31), shared in his survey: “A land trust often has good
knowledge about a given piece of land, have trusted relationships with the sellers, and conserved land
is usually way more affordable.” Farmers looking to begin or move a farm business are typically
managing many moving parts, so that having access to established resources of land trust
organizations could ease the strain for taxed farm seekers. In the survey, Silas (35) stated: “You’ll
have more support than you might otherwise have and the cost to access land can be reduced
depending on the scenario.” Other advantages mentioned related to contributing to ecological
sustainability and creating a legacy for future generations. Two participants appreciated how going
through the land trust process forced them to be clearer about their farm goals (to think further into
the future). Andrew, who is looking to start a farm in Vermont in the near future, shared with his
focus group part of what he values about land trusts: “[A]s an aspiring farmer I think [land access
through a land trust is] very cool because when my goals as a farmer align with a land trust’s goals
in that I'm looking to improve soil and improve habitat and you know… [I]t's neat and I see it as sort
of synergistic.” Through the conservation process, land trusts are asking farmers to think longer term
about how they plan to use the land and giving them resources to help them define their goals.
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DISADVANTAGES OF LAND ACCESS THROUGH A LAND TRUST
By far, concerns around easement restrictions were the most cited disadvantage to accessing land
through a land trust. Farm seekers were apprehensive about both physical restrictions on land use
and development and restrictions around needing permission to make changes on the land. Alex, 47,
wasn’t sure about specific disadvantages to land access through a land trust but did express concern
about having a possible gatekeeper to his farm plans. “I don’t know of any, just seems like someone
else I have to ask permission to do something on my land?” (survey). Tracy, 28, voiced concern in
her survey response about the risk that a farmer might not be aware of restrictions until after they
have purchased land. She wrote: “I don’t want to be surprised upon conserving land or buying
conserved land by how that conservation easement limits how I work with the land.” Part of the issue
is that business plans are often tied to the characteristics of land and dependent on a fluctuating
market, so farm seekers may not know exactly how they will need to use or develop the land until the
need arises. It is difficult to commit to something today that you may need to change in the future,
possibly decades down the line. Steph expressed concern about how a conservation easement that
works for the farm business today could become a restriction on growth in the future:
Say I make a really great flower farm and then I decide, like, 10 years on, that I want to be like an
event venue. You know, there - I think - there are certain businesses that the Land Trust - or at least
my perception is that there are certain businesses that the land trust - you know, they want it to be
farmland. Yeah, so that signing up to get land conserved could potentially mean ruling out other future
business models. (focus group)

The ability to build housing, for both personal and farm labor needs, was valuable for farm seekers,
and they expressed concern that easement restrictions might not allow such development to occur,
even if that development was necessary for farm viability. Zach, a current vegetable farmer who has
been working with multiple land trust organizations to gain access to land, shared that restriction on
building labor housing was his main concern around accessing land through a land trust. He stated in
a focus group discussion:
There's only one way, one major way that I find the land trust can sometimes be prohibitive or like hard
for me in my work, in that labor and labor housing is such an issue. So, when a land trust puts restrictions
on development, it means - it can sometimes mean... that I might no longer be able to build labor housing.
And then that's an issue, because labor is such an issue, and being able to provide housing can be such
a benefit.

Sullivan, 31, declined an opportunity to access farmland specifically because of this issue. He stated
in his survey response: “We have some specific requirements for infrastructure development which
are not possible under certain conservation easements. So, while we are open to accessing conserved
land, we're reading easements closely. We walked away from one VLT-conserved farm because of
provisions around housing that would not fit our vision.” Other farm seekers were interested in
engaging in agritourism ventures, such as on-farm education, lodging, or events and expressed
concern that they would be unable to engage in these ventures due to easement restrictions. Michael,
31, shared in his survey response: “Potential roadblocks to certain tangentially farm-related activities

45

on the land that may require development.” These “roadblocks” could prevent a farm from diversifying
their business to remain viable or prevent them from engaging with a community at deeper level.
Farming is a business where the line between success and failure is thin; diversity can be a safety net.
Farm seeker James’ perceived disadvantages to land access to a land trust were: “[In]flexibility of
land use. Farms need to be able to change and adapt, restrictions on land use could pose a threat to
that ability. My interest includes an agritourism aspect which could mean a need for significant parking
and buildings - more impervious surface than an operation that merely produces food, fiber, or forage”
(survey).
Administrative issues were also cited as disadvantages, including the complexity and length of
the process of land access through a land trust. Jake and his partner, Taylor, are interested in
accessing farmland together and have been in communication with VLT about some farmland they
are interested in purchasing and conserving through VLT. He shared in a focus group discussion:
We found a property in Vermont that we are kind of excited about. It's not currently conserved;
it's…been on the market for like 5 years. I guess it was a dairy, but it hasn't been farmed recently. No
infrastructure, but good soils. And we presented it to the Land Trust and they're excited about it. I guess
they'd started the process once before with another couple, and then that had fallen through for some
reason. I think that we're going to put in an application, but it might be 2 years before there's any
money available to make that purchase. So, we can wait and hope that no one else buys it or we can
try and figure out some kind of legal lease-to-own agreement that we can then rent it for until the
purchase goes through. But that's causing all kinds of headaches.

In addition, several farm seekers cited frustration with a lack of available and affordable land. David,
31, shared in his survey response: “Have been actively looking for past 2 years and somewhat actively
looking for 2 years prior to that and what we are looking for hasn't come up or has been far too
expensive even for our most optimistic financial projections, even with land trust assistance.” Finally,
concern about the loss of equity or the drop in value of farmland was cited by several farm seekers.
Cory, 32, shared his concern about this, and two other disadvantages of land access through a land
trust, in his survey response, stating: “It all depends on the specifics of the property and the easement,
but we could potentially have concerns regarding 1) ability to build/provide employee housing, 2)
ability to build more farm infrastructure as needed, and 3) resale value of the property if we ever were
in dire need to sell.” This multi-tiered response is a good example of the difficulty in balancing farm
seeker interests with conservation in an uncertain future.
WHY VERMONT?
The most commonly cited reason for being interested in farming in Vermont related to physical aspects
of the state, such as natural beauty, geography, quality of the land, availability and/or affordability of
farmland, and the working landscape. The culture of Vermont was often tied in with physical aspects.
Corley, 32, expressed multiple reasons for being interested in Vermont, both physical and cultural:
“Great state, great people, great natural recreation opportunities, great agricultural community,
incredibly high interest in local and organic agriculture” (survey). Farm seekers perceived Vermont
both as a place where community members value local agriculture and where the state provides
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support to the farming sector. Andrew sees Vermont as a place where agriculture is integral to the
culture. In a focus group discussion, he shared:
[Vermont] has such a distinct and unique feel…The state and the people as a whole really value the rural
feeling and put their money where their mouth is… And programs like the Land Trust and other things
keep that not just going, but quite vibrant and alive… I think it creates what’s in large part alluring and
appealing about this state. And part of the reason why we… wanted to move to Vermont is for that vibrant
rural community, and people [that are] excited and interested in things involving farming.

Another frequently cited reason for wanting to farm in Vermont was proximity to family and/or friends
or a desire to remain close to one’s roots (e.g., having grown up in Vermont or having family ties to
the state or region). Tracy, 28, grew up in Vermont and wants to remain near family and support her
community. She shared in her survey: “I have always wanted to farm where my family is and where
I grew up, because it always felt strange to me to go to another community that isn’t mine, to start
from scratch and feed or serve that community. It also felt like the right fit to feed and serve my home
community if I am growing food.” Several farm seekers spoke of the importance of stewarding the
land, which is a value they see reflected in the culture and landscape of Vermont. Christine, 31, shared
her love of Vermont, seeing the culture as one that values taking care of the land. “My husband and
I both believe in stewarding the land. That none of us are owners of land, but just care for it until the
next generation takes it on. We love Vermont for that - that she's covered with trees and filled with
people who actually care about the land, and understand the importance of that connection, and that
life is largely built on that” (survey). Other factors that were mentioned by a small number of farm
seekers included climate, politics, a desire to participate in the local economy, and recreation
opportunities.

DISCUSSION
Farm seekers come from diverse backgrounds, ages, and interests. This is both an advantage
and disadvantage to organizations looking to connect farm seekers with land. It is a disadvantage in
that it is difficult to tailor tools to fit a wide demographic. But it is an advantage in that it allows for a
greater potential to be able match farm seekers with available lands, which also have a wide range of
features (e.g., size, infrastructure, soils, topology). For example, if a parcel came up that was suited
to maple farming and VLT only served vegetable farmers, then they would have a hard time finding a
farmer for that land. But since VLT serves a diversity of farm seekers, they are better situated to find
farmers for unique farmlands.
If I was to generalize, the farm seekers who participated in this study are well-educated New
Englanders between the ages of 30-50 who have been farming for less than 10 years, making them
new and beginning farmers. Yet they are still experienced – either owners or managers of farm
operations – and own and lease farmland. If they are currently not farming, it is most likely because
they do not have access to land or have another job. Many became interested in farming through
exposure growing up around farms or in an educational setting, showing the value of both working
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landscapes and agricultural programs for maintaining a farm workforce. That being said, much of
agricultural work in the US is currently done by migrant workers, who may (hopefully) have an
increasing role to play in succession of farmland and maintaining working landscapes (Minkoff-Zern,
2019). The NYFC’s 2020 “Land Policy Report” argues that it is difficult for these and other new farmers
to gain access to land partly because they do not have substantial ties to an agricultural community.
They state:
Farmland changes hands in many cases without ever coming on the market, shutting out farmers who
do not have deep community connections to landowners or a family history in agriculture. With 75
percent of young farmers not from farm families, and many talented growers working as farm workers
or coming to this country as immigrants, we all stand to lose if we do not find ways to transition this
land more equitably into the hands of those not connected to current landowners. (p 12)

The composition of the farm seeker group in this study is less white (90%) than farmers in US as a
whole (94.5%; Table 1, p7), which is encouraging. However, the composition of neither reflects the
population of the US as a whole, which certainly does reflect the impact of policies and practices that
have disadvantaged and dispossessed BIPOC farmers in the last century. While the number of Black
farmers now, and historically, in Vermont is miniscule compared to the numbers in the southern US,
our state sits on unceded indigenous land. There are both opportunities and – arguably – obligations
to reunite BIPOC farmers with land in our state. The National Black and Food Justice Alliance has three
core focuses for their organizations’ work: sovereignty and governance; self-determining food
economies; and land justice. Regarding the last, they state:
Land has been the root of dominion and thus the root of revolution and self-determination.
Displacement pre- and post-colonialism continues to thwart our ability to take root, reclaim, and
liberate exploited land to call it home. Our relationship with and access to land is an essential
source of our healing, power and ultimately our liberation. As land based indigenous people, Black
communities have a deep connection to the earth with land as a source of spiritual, economic,
cultural and communal grounding. We work to build healthy, ecologically sound connections to
the land in all its manifestations.

There are many Vermont organizations that are doing the work of educating the public and fighting
racism in the food system (VFTP, n.d.). Vermont Releaf Collective (VRT) is an organization
spearheaded by UVM Food Systems graduate Oliva Peña that aims to build a community of BIPOC
who “enjoy, work in, lead in, benefit from, and contribute to the four focus areas of Releaf: land,
environment, agriculture, and foodways” (VRT, n.d.). This collective – built by and for BIPOC – is a
voice in Vermont agriculture that should be supported and amplified. Another organization lead by
BIPOC working to advance equity in agriculture is the Northeast Farmers of Color Land Trust (NFCLT),
incubated by Soul Fire Farm, that aims to work in many spheres to conserve land, improve ecosystems,
amplify BIPOC voices and rights, share knowledge, combat climate change, and advance seed and
food sovereignty (NFCLT, n.d.). This ambitious organization is growing through first focusing on
Indigenous community engagement, building a foundation and network upon which to base future
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advocacy and work. There is an opportunity for VLT to partner with existing organizations work to
support and fight for equity in land access for BIOPIC and women farmers.
TOOL: FARMLAND SEEKER LIST
Based on the survey and focus group responses, the farmland seeker list does a good job of keeping
farm seekers informed of available farms. Land access can be highly competitive and being aware of
opportunities quickly helps keep farm seekers at the forefront of opportunities. The emails also help
to remind farm seekers - who are perhaps not quite ready to access land but are interested in moving
toward farmland access - that they have a goal to farm in Vermont. With all the barriers to farming,
it is not surprising that many aspiring farmers have yet to take the leap to committing to starting a
farm business; here, periodic reminders can be helpful to keep the flame burning.
Farm seekers expressed some frustration with the number of available farm parcels, which,
unfortunately, is not something that Vermont Land Trust can easily change. When and how many
farms become available to VLT is a function of many factors, including readiness and willingness of
farmers to transition their lands through a land trust. While increasing funding to VLT would allow
them to increase the number of farms and/or easements they are able to purchase, holding out for
increased state or federal funds or expecting donations, especially during this time of financial,
political, and social instability1, is not the most proactive course to take. That being said, both AFT
and NYFC recommend increasing funding to organizations that conserve farmlands, and this is
something that should be prioritized by VLT - and the Vermont state government - to ensure that
Vermont’s landscape retains its working farms.
Conservation is a tool that helps farmers to access land more affordably, and can keep that
land in agricultural use, but it is not the only tool for land access. Farm seeker Greg wants to farm on
conserved land, but he doesn’t feel that it needs to be conserved before or during the farm transfer.
He shared in his focus group:
You know, if I have the means to buy the land and then put it in conservation, I don't necessarily need
to be doing this through a land conservation program first, but that’s the frame that's put on it so that
I'm only exposed to properties that are available through.... that the money has been found through
the conservation program first… You know, I work way more with just realtors than I do with land trusts.
So, you know, I feel capable of buying the property and then working on the conservation on the back

1

COVID, Black Lives Matter, and the US presidential election have exposed inequalities and a deep division of
US political views that has impacted our daily lives, as well as markets domestically and globally
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end. And that feels like a real bottleneck where I only see properties that are actively in conservation or
will be – and I don't just see all the land that's out there that.

It could be argued that it is better to work toward keeping our farmlands working through getting
farmers on land (especially given the number of farms expected to change hands in the next decade)
than to delay in hopes of conserving all farmland. While VLT cannot easily increase land offerings, it
could partner with or link to other land access organizations to share available farmland. There are
many websites that list available lands throughout New England (a portion of which are in
conservation), and it can be difficult and confusing explore land access through multiple organization
and sites. Linking to other land access sites and/or resources would help farm seekers to know what
lands and resources are available to them in their land access journey.
Another thing VLT could do is to be more explicit about what to expect from the seeker list –
how much communication to expect, how often farms are typically available, or what next steps to
take, and when. If VLT tracks data about the farmlands that have been available through VLT in the
past, it could be easy to include statistics in emails to farm seekers that gives them some idea of what
is “normal” for farmland availability through VLT. For example, VLT could have a section that shares
how many farms were available “at this time last year”, or a tally that shows how many farms have
been available in the current year. While farm seekers expressed having some knowledge of land
access through a land trust, this type of information is specific to an organization and a region (as
well as fluctuating over time), so it is likely that they are unaware of what is considered a normal
number of available farms.
VLT could also change the format and/or questions that farm seekers must answer in order to
join the farm seeker list. Multiple choice options are often quicker and easier to answer, as well as
quicker to analyze. While adding more questions might be cumbersome, it is likely that farm seekers
would be willing to answer more questions, as they would help VLT in better connecting them with
farmland. VLT could also add questions that help them to better classify farm seekers from the getgo, and potentially tailor emails based on their responses. For example, if a farm seeker indicates
interest in homesteading less than five acres, that may be a different set of properties than a farm
seeker interested in a dairy farm over 100 acres. This sort of differentiation may not be necessary at
this time, as the number of available farm properties is low, but is something to consider in the future.
VLT could use the results of this study to assess if any particular question was helpful to them in
categorizing or prioritizing farm seekers, and then add a similar question(s) to their sign-up form. VLT
could also allow farm seekers to choose how often to receive communications – weekly, biweekly,
monthly – which would help seekers to understand how often communications are actually sent out.
Another option would be to have a dynamic sign up or webpage that directed farm seekers to different
resources based on their responses to questions. This design would help VLT to categorize farm
seekers based on readiness to access land, and direct farm seekers to resources (e.g., business
planning) or to other farmland access sites (Figure 65, next page). This type of online tool might also
help farm seekers to narrow down options for land access based on situational factors and preferences.
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TOOL: CONSERVATION

Figure 65. Idea for an online tool that directs farm seekers to resources.

The main tool land trusts use to help farmers access land is to reduce the price through placing
conservation easements on the land, which protects the land from development but reduces the value
of the land on the open market. OPAV’s are being used more frequently, in addition to a conservation
easement, to restrict the sale of conserved lands to either a family member or another farmer, with
the intent of keeping the farmland in active use. This typically results in an additional reduction in
price on top of the conservation easement. These two tools are effective at reducing the price of
farmland either to allow a farm seeker to afford it, or to access more acreage than they would without
conservation. Farm seekers expressed gratitude for both the conservation of land and the reduction
in price. However, only one-fifth of participants were interested in accessing land only through a land
trust, suggesting that farmers see these tools as just some that are available in a larger toolbox that
is land access.
Farm seekers saw easement restrictions as both an advantage and disadvantage of land access
through a land trust – positive for affordability, preventing development, and maintaining Vermont’s
working landscape, and negative for restricting farm-related development and farmer autonomy on
the land. Two focus group participants admitted that if they had the money, they would not necessarily
purchase land through a land trust, suggesting that some farm seekers view the benefits of
affordability as outweighing the concerns around restrictions. With few available farms and the high
value of real estate in Vermont, farm seekers may be finding themselves in a beggars-can’t-bechoosers situation, which may be why so many are willing to adapt their businesses to fit available
land. Finding land that is affordable, available, and in a location suited to their business needs is
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difficult and made more so by competition from potential developers and/or individuals with more
financial resources.
Many farm seekers indicated that in order to be ready to access land they need education around
different ways to access land and information about conservation, suggesting that there is work to be
done in educating farm seekers about the tools land trusts use to help them access land. The legal
landscape can be confusing even to those who work in conservation, and it can be difficult to know
where to start educating oneself. Vermont Law School’s Center for Agriculture and Food Systems
(CAFS) offers a great resource – a farmland access legal toolkit – for land seekers that includes sections
on land trusts, conservation easements, OPAVs, and collaborative farming (CAFS, n.d.; Figure 66, next
page). Land for Good also has a robust section on their website with resources for land seekers (Land
for Good), as does UVM’s Center for Sustainable Agriculture (UVM CSA; see Appendix A for list of
resources). Zach, a farm seeker who has been looking for land in Vermont for years, expressed
frustration at losing a property because he was unaware of an option that would have given him
access to that land, and suggested that there should be more examples available of the varied ways
in which farm seekers have accessed land.
[I]f people have models of success… like the land that we missed out on - had we known what we know
now, we wouldn't have missed out on it. We would probably own that land. So… [if there] had been
somebody that had suggested like, an alternative way… you know that would have been really helpful
for us… Like the property seemed unaffordable; we felt like there was no chance in hell we could have
afforded it. But then, after a handful of months of communication with Maggie, we realized there was
this way that we could have made it work... in collaboration with Vermont Land Trust. And if somebody
had suggested that three or four months earlier, I think we would have ended up on that land. So, if
there was some type of community where people were kind of sharing success stories or even like
different models.

Allowing farm seekers access to the details of farm conservation processes, such as case studies of
successful – or unsuccessful – land transfers, may help farm seekers to better understand both the
process and options for land access with a land trust. First-time homebuyers in Vermont are required
to take a course on home ownership with the Champlain Housing Trust (if taking out a mortgage) that
lays out many of the details of accessing funds and purchasing a home; perhaps such a course could
be developed for farm seekers. Farm seekers also expressed interest in learning directly from other
farmers who have been successful in accessing land through a land trust. VLT could play a role in
connecting these farmers, allowing them to share successes, struggles, and pitfalls of the farmland
access process. This type of work could also be done in collaboration with organizations such as
Vermont Land Link, which already provides a platform for both farm seekers and farmer seekers (those
looking to lease or sell lands to farmers) to connect.
Land trusts are social institutions, given the right to exist and act within the structure and rules
of today’s society. As population growth and migration due to climate change increase demand for
land it is possible that pressure will be put on the institutions (governmental and private) and the
policies that grant land trusts their power to conserve lands in perpetuity to revoke that right in the
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name of societal needs. No social
institution is infallible. In addition,
the idea of “perpetuity” is difficult
for humans to comprehend –
what does forever mean? In the
same way it is difficult for a farm
seeker to know how they will need
to use the land in the future, it is
difficult for the legal system to
understand the legal tools that
will be needed in the future –
what is a useful tool today may be
a hindrance in the future. The
point is this: these tools can and
should be able to shift in the
interest
of
farmers
and
ecosystems. Allowing farmers the
ability to petition to alter, or to
have renewals or re-evaluations
of the terms of a conservation
easement could help the system
to adapt to challenges we have
yet to face. While re-writing laws
pertaining to conservation is not
in the scope of practice for VLT, it
is important to note that laws are
merely human constructs that are
only as useful as they are
practical. Keeping an open mind
about how legal tools can be
improved, and then collaborating
with other organizations (such as
VLS CAFS or Rural Vermont) to
lobby to change – or build new – Figure 66. Vermont Law School’s Center for Agriculture and Food System’s
tools that are able to adapt to a website showing land access tools. Accessed from
changing agricultural landscape is https://farmlandaccess.org/access-tools/
an avenue that VLT should explore.
One example of a conservation tool becoming a hinderance to farm viability is the difficulty in
finding farmers to take over large, conserved farms that were previously used for dairy farming. These
farms are hundreds of acres – more than many established farm businesses are interested in working
– that are not allowed to be divided per the terms of the easement. Such farms have been a challenge
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for land trusts to manage – there just isn’t a pool of farmers looking to take on that much land,
especially with dairy infrastructure. Likely these properties were conserved with the idea that dairy
would always be prominent in Vermont, which is not the case based on current trends. It’s important
to note that these tools must still respect the wishes of landowners who placed their lands in
conservation in perpetuity. This suggestion is not about allowing development writ large, but allowing
the tools to adapt to changing times. It could be compared to how one interprets the Constitution of
the US – do we take a document written in another time at face value or should we consider the ways
in which the context and culture of the US has changed over time? To be fair, there are arguments to
be made for either case.
In the example of the difficulty in transitioning large parcels of land, there is great opportunity
for collective or collaborative ventures - multiple farmers with diverse enterprises on the land. This is
one way in which tools could be adapted while keeping large parcels intact. Nearly one in five farm
seekers expressed interest in collective or cooperative ventures, which is a model that has the potential
to not only help conservation organizations get farmers onto large parcels, but to build community
and support networks for farmers. Farm seeker Ali was excited about the idea of cooperative or
commons farming, suggesting in her focus group:
I think [it] would be really cool if the land trust was able to even - just as like a pilot project - to purchase
a property and then sell off different parts of it to build a co-op that way. So instead of having to form
the business structure before you purchase the land… it seems pretty daunting to get everyone together
and get all the paperwork ready and then go find the land. It would be cool if the land trust could have
a parcel that they thought could support a couple people and could send it out, divy it up somehow.

Using models such as Burlington’s Intervale, where farmers share the use and responsibility for tools,
machinery, and infrastructure (e.g., greenhouses), VLT could work toward promoting, educating, and
offering resources to farm seekers interested in these types of land access models. Focus group
participants who expressed interest in alternative models also expressed concern about finding farm
partners who were the right fit. While many were open, they emphasized that relationships were
important to the functioning of a farm, which can be a high-stress and intimate job, and it would feel
too risky unless they were confident in their partnership. Noah has been working with another maple
farmer, with whom he has a great relationship, but he would not be willing to farm with just anyone.
He shared in his focus group:
I guess my simple answer is I'd be open to [collective farming], but hesitant until I was sure that I
would be able to function. I found with my current lease I’ve been very lucky that the man with whom
I work - He's almost 50 - definitely took me under his wing, signed on as my mentor with the FSA, which
allowed me to get the loan that allowed me to start. And that's been going very well. But I'm also very
aware that we can both do all the work. If ever the bulls**t hit the fan, we'd be able to defer loans
whatever - make it work. But if our relationship fell apart, it wouldn't be possible at all. So going through
that, at least in that intimate of a work environment, especially when we're sleeping - or not sleeping for a long time, it's very stressful. The collective relationships - gotta make sure they're right before
going into it.
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There is an opportunity for VLT to foster connections between farm seekers, allowing them to build
relationships that might end in partnerships on land. Other than collective or cooperative farming,
another alternative land access model is work-to-own, where there is a gradual transfer of
responsibility and farm assets. One farm discussed in the focus groups had this type of land access
(Lewis Creek Farm; details Appendix C). Another farm discussed had the option to purchase part of
the farmland, which would then entail living adjacent to the previous farm owner (Brook Meadow
Farm). Farm seeker Jake liked the idea of a gradual transition, particularly if the farm was larger than
one might be prepared to own – it gives a farmer a chance to get out if it’s not the right fit. However,
farm seeker Ali had built equity in several transition projects in the past, all of which fell through, so
she felt that having a contract from the beginning of the relationship was necessary. Other farm
seekers were hesitant to engage in non-traditional farm transitions, feeling that the risks involved
were not worth the benefits.
Some farm seekers expressed interest in accessing lands from farmers looking to transition
farmland, but they weren’t sure how to build these connections, or where to access these farmers.
Greg shared with his focus group:
We always hear stories of all the old farmers in Vermont who want to retire, and it doesn't seem like
they're accessed. And I wonder how much any of these [organizations] are out looking for those people.
And I know that leads to the lack of money thing that that you guys were both just talking about, Noah
and Zach, and I understand that the Land Trust’s priority is going to be the conservation of land, but…
I wonder who's out there helping connect the next generation of farmers to retiring farm owners outside
of conservation.

Zach felt a similar disconnect between the hype around a large number of farm transitions due to an
aging farmer population and the ability to access those lands. He stated:
There are a lot of aging farmers in Vermont, and everybody is talking about that, but all of the aging
farmers that we've talked to – they really don't want to let go of their land. They're like, yeah, we want
a good person to have it when we die, but we don't want to sell the land until we die. We don't want to
leave the land until we die. We don't want to give up any control until we die. So, it's like we're very
open to these alternative models, but we have yet to kind of encounter an alternative model that actually
seems like it would work for us.

Farm seekers have little control over the readiness or willingness farmers to pass farmland or farm
businesses on to the next generation. It should be a priority for VLT to work with these farmers to
help them clarify goals, develop transition plans, and be engaged in finding new farmers for their
lands and businesses.
Vermont Land Trust has already been implementing tools and building resources for farm
seekers to access land, such as their Farmland Futures Fund. This fund allows VLT to acquire land and
lease it to a farm seeker while the legal process of land conservation happens. Typically, it takes about
two years from the point at which a seller is ready to sell their lands for the conservation easement to
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be put in place. This easement is necessary in order for farm seekers to be able to afford the property,
but many things can go awry during this two-year waiting period, including the seller deciding not to
conserve the land or sell it to someone else. To prevent this from happening (and to support farm
seekers), VLT purchases the property outright through their Farmland Futures Fund. They then act as
an interim owner, leasing the land to the farmer until the easement is in place and the farmer can
purchase the land. Farm seekers listed “access to capital” as the top resource they need in order to
be ready to access land, making this program a valuable tool for allowing farmers time to secure
capital. This tool was used to purchase a parcel of land as part of the Agrarian Commons in Shelburne,
VT. This new model (arguably old, but re-imagined), launched by a national non-profit, Agrarian Trust,
aims to make farmland more equitable and affordable by offering farm seekers long-term leases (99
yrs.) to land that is held and managed by a local board made up of community members (Figure 67).
While similar to a conservation land trust, Agrarian Commons encompasses more than the natural
world, protecting “[W]hole farms and natural ecosystems for land access, equity, and affordability for
farmers, health of soils, water, biodiverse systems, and agrarian enterprises interconnected to
community” (Agrarian Trust, n.d.). This model focuses on ensuring the health and viability of

Figure 67. Relationship among stakeholders in Vermont Agrarian Commons. Figure credit: Agrarian Trust, n.d.

livelihoods, communities, and the natural world. VLT is also working on a research project with the
University of Vermont, exploring ways to pay farmers for the ecosystem services they provide. While
still passionate about conservation, VLT has recognized that farm viability is about more than just
conservation and have been striving to find new ways to maintain lands in farming and support farmer
livelihoods. Continuing – or expanding – these programs and projects will continue to make a positive
impact on farm viability.
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TOOL: VLT ORGANIZATION
Overall, farm seekers expressed gratitude for the land trust’s work in conservation and assisting farm
seekers to access land. They were appreciative that they were kept in the loop about available
farmland through email but were particularly thrilled when they were contacted by a VLT staff member
directly. The encouragement, resources, and direction they received in these communications helped
farm seekers feel supported and valued in their land search. When discussing how VLT could better
help farm seekers access land, focus group participant Greg suggested that they focus on the farm
seeker, rather than the land. He shared:
I was just sitting here thinking it be really cool if… some of the frame here was shifted to some of these
organizations focusing on the farmer. And helping my family find a piece of land rather than it… coming
from a property first frame where we are all vultures circling, and the property shows up and we all
descend on it and try to do our applications and whatever, try to buy it, and somebody wins it instead.
If I was partnering with an organization that was like ‘Hey, Greg’s family, we're going to help you find
a property. And here's the properties. And we're going to work with you.’ So, in Zach’s story, someone
would have said to him, ‘Oh, there's this funding model that you might have access to’ and he would
have known that ahead of time rather than finding out afterwards. Like if he had the consultant that
was on his team [and] it's focus was Zach's family finding a property, rather than it being property first
where they just like, they throw these pieces of meat out and we all scrap- you know, fight over them.
[laughter] Sorry, that's awfully vivid language, but I've been doing this for a long time.

While this type of farm seeker-first focus would require more personnel (within the land access system,
not just VLT), it may be an investment worth making as farm succession is expected to increase in
the next decade.
Farm seekers in this study expressed a willingness to shift their farm business plans to fit
available lands, particularly new and beginning farmers who are looking to start a farm business.
Luckily, there are diverse paths that farm seekers can take to access land; the path they will inevitably
take depends on their interests, characteristics, and needs, and the qualities of available land. What
was helpful for several farm seekers was to have a conversation with an experienced land access
professional who was able to illuminate paths toward land access, further supporting focusing on a
farm-seeker first land access focus. While VLT is not a real estate company, they do hold knowledge
and expertise that is invaluable to farm seekers who encounter roadblocks in their land access journey.
Indivdualized assistance – while expensive in time and money – can be seen as an investment in
Vermont’s working landscape.
Some farm seekers expressed concern around the competitiveness of land access. Ali asked
her focus group: “I wonder from the land trust perspective, are [sic] each farm seeker competing for
a limited number of resources? Yeah, [say] there's a really nice farm that comes up and six people
want it. How do they decide? And how does that competition dynamic work out?” The lack of
transparency in how land seekers are prioritized can breed competition between land seekers,
especially in a small state with high-value agricultural lands. This conversation came about as focus
group participants voiced how much they were enjoying connecting with other land seekers, and yet
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were hesitant to build a community of support as they felt they were all vying for the same lands.
Through increasing transparency about how the organization prioritizes and processes land seekers,
this competition could be mitigated in part, allowing land seekers to support each other in the ups and
downs of land access. In addition, while VLT may not have the time or staff to educate individual farm
seekers, by creating a community, farm seekers can educate each other. Asked what would help get
her back to Vermont from LA to farm, Ali suggested starting a farm seeker gathering to help build
community and share knowledge among farm seekers:
This conversation is making me think that actually something that's just as productive is to be in touch
with other people who are looking, and so I think it would be super cool if there could be some sort of
like, convening of farm seekers. And I feel like that the question that you just asked about [getting more
information about specific] markets and stuff like that's that, I feel like that could be answered casually
at a three-day gathering so much faster than it could be by, I don't know, weeks of weeks of research
and administration somehow. I think that's the thing that would get me back is if I like could find a way
to like actually be part of an ongoing conversation in person, which is like really hard to imagine right
now.

Because Ali lives in LA it is difficult for her to develop relationships with farmers in Vermont to build a
network that would help her access land. Having an event that brings farm seekers, farmers looking
to transition, and organizations that support and educate both of these groups could build relationships
that lead to farm transfer, collective farm ventures, and foster farm viability. In the wake of COVID19, more people than ever are savvy to online meeting platforms, such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams,
which could be an easy way for farmers to convene from many locations.
VLT focuses on parcels that are 20+ acres, are quality lands, and are at the highest risk for
being developed. This strategy is commendable, yet some farm seekers argued that there is also value
in conserving small parcels and homesteads, who often do not meet the requirements for conservation
or for which conservation does not provide much of a financial benefit for the farmer. Because
conservation offers a reduced price per acre, smaller parcels may offer only a small reduction in price
for a farmer, which may not be worth the restrictions that conservation places on the land. Anna, 30,
shared her concerns about her ability to access land through a land trust in her survey response:
My sense is that if you’re looking to do smaller scale, intensive vegetable production it’s harder to work
[with] the land trust because they’re [sic] mission ultimately is to conserve as much land as possible
and they don’t always have the resources to cater to small-scale farmers. But by and large the more
growers of all scales (small and large) that can gain access to the land they need the better. More
farmers throughout the state will lead to thriving small communities and economies.

Being the preeminent land trust in the state of Vermont, VLT has the opportunity to pilot programs
that would serve the farm seeker population that is looking for smaller parcels of land, such as dividing
large parcels into smaller portions, building a Small Farm Fund similar to their Farmland Future Funds,
or developing incubator farms. VLT could also collaborate with smaller land trusts to both provide
resources and to build a network that serves farm seekers of all sizes. Lastly, the organization should
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consider hiring or contracting farmers onto their staff. These individuals may have deeper insight into
the struggles and needs of farm seekers, and can contribute greatly in the process of brainstorming
and developing innovative solutions to land access in Vermont.
The landscape of farmland access is vast and complex – even after studying this theme for
more than a year, I still discover new resources, organizations, and publications through the internet
and conversations with farmland access coordinators. Although Vermont Land Trust is just a small
part of the farm access community, their prestige and willingness to innovate puts them in a position
to encourage the development of new programs and positions. At the least, they can act as a catalyst
to encourage strategic organization of resources, which may require funding for a new state-level
position for an expert in farm access and succession planning. As the “Succession” issue brief of Farm
to Plate’s Agriculture and Food System Strategic Plan states “Vermont and the Northeast have services
and tools available to support retirement and succession, as well as finding a buyer or successor, but
the current funding, personnel, and promotion of these services do not match the high need (Chapin
et al., 2020, p1). VLT can use its expertise in grant writing, fundraising, and lobbying to push for
funding to rise to meet demand.
AGROECOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS
Agroecology can be very basically defined as a science (ecology of agricultural systems), a practice
(sustainable and regenerative agricultural practices), and a movement (re-distribution of power within
the food system). Agroecological systems aim for sustainability of ecosystems and livelihoods, and
sovereignty for individuals and communities. Through agroecological transformation, communities
gain the right to define what their food system looks like, rather than it being dictated by corporations
and national policies. In a agroecological system, farmers are placed at the center of the food system
where their knowledge and expertise are utilized to shape an equitable and viable system. In many
research studies on food systems, farmers are asked to share their knowledge and opinions, but are
then excluded from the process of developing processes and policies that directly impact their lives.
For this reason (and many others), agroecological projects often utilize Participatory Action Research
(PAR) principles, which aim to level the playing field between researcher and subject by engaging
them in project definition, data collection and analysis, and implementation. PAR is more formally
defined as “an approach that seeks to involve a diversity of actors as active participants in a cyclical,
iterative process that integrates research, reflection, and action, and which seeks to include or amplify
those voices that have been traditionally excluded from research” (Bacon et al., 2005 & Kindon et al.,
2007b, cited by Mendez et al., 2016).
One of my goals was to integrate PAR into this project, which was accomplished through
working collaboratively with a local organization on a project that they defined. The project was given
the green light after an initial brainstorming conversation with VLT staff members where they outlined
the data they were interested in collecting and the goals for the findings. I then developed a project
proposal that was reviewed and approved by VLT. Feedback was elicited from VLT throughout survey
development, to ensure questions were applicable and appropriate to their needs. The final survey
draft was shared with two local farmers, one of whom gained land access through VLT, and the other
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being involved in writing the “Supporting Future Farmers” brief in VFTP’s 2021-2030 Strategic Plan.
While both Maggie Donin & I have worked on farms in Vermont, it felt important to get feedback from
farmers to ensure that the survey was not missing any important themes or questions. Data collection
and digitization was completed on my own, but survey results were provided to VLT in the form of
charts in late February so that they could use that data in an upcoming grant proposal. Although the
analysis, interpretation, and discussion of the findings were completed by me, they will be shared with
VLT prior to the masters defense presentation so that feedback can be obtained and assumptions or
mis-information corrected. The final paper will incorporate this feedback. In addition, a summary
report will be posted to the VLT website and shared with individuals on the farm-seeker list so that
participants are able to see the outcome of their contributions. Ideally, there would be a section to
allow comments and, at the very least, my contact information will be provided for feedback. The final
paper & summary paper can be accessed on the UVM Scholarworks website; search by title or
“Baxley”. Along with the summary report, there will be a recorded video presentation of the project
justification, methods, findings, and recommendations that farm seekers can access (find the video
online here). The hope is that farm seekers and VLT feel that the project has come full circle, and that
the recommendations serve the community that was under investigation.
As PAR is an iterative process, this work should be used as a launching point for further
engagement between VLT, researchers, and farm seekers. Building on the conversation and findings
of this project, Vermont Land Trust should also consider ways to connect and be in conversation with
farm seekers in the future, be that in yearly surveys or select interviews, to ensure that they are
meeting the needs of the population they serve. There is an opportunity for VLT to continue to utilize
the resources of graduate students and the Agroecology and Livelihoods Collaborative (ALC; soon to
be the International Agroecology and Food Systems Institute at UVM). This group includes researchers
from many disciplines that can draw from a diversity of cultures and experiences to offer input and
feedback on VLT initiatives.
Part of the original proposal for this project was a set of case studies with farmers looking to
transition land to new farmers, exploring their priorities and concerns. Due to time constraints this
part of the project was cut out, but given the fact that many farms will be transitioning across the US
in the next ten years working to understand and address the needs of farmers looking toward
succession should be a priority. Research and action in this sphere would be practical next steps to
take in the continuation of this project.

CONCLUSION
Agricultural lands are a valuable resource to communities and ecosystems in Vermont and the
conservation of these lands is important to maintaining the working landscape. The findings of this
research show that many farm seekers see conservation as a powerful tool for making farmland
affordable for farmers, despite concerns about how conservation limits future farm ventures on the
land. Given the challenges facing new, beginning, and young farmers today, having access to
conservation tools, funding, and resources can help these farmers gain access to land and build strong
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farm businesses. Through traditional conservation, innovative farmland access models, research, and
collaborations with other organizations VLT can achieve their goal of making a positive contribution to
the viability of Vermont’s working landscape.
The final research question asked: In what ways can Vermont Land Trust best leverage

resources to have a positive impact on the sustainability and viability of Vermont’s agricultural sector?
Many suggestions to this question are provided in the Discussion section, based on feedback from
farm seekers in the survey and focus groups, and a list of recommendations is provided on the
following page. One final way that VLT can contribute to a viable agricultural sector is to remain itself
a viable organization. As land that has been conserved in the past 40 years begins to be sold, legal
disputes and easement violations may increase, straining the finances of land trusts, particularly small
land trusts (Brewer, 2003). One gets the sense from reading the literature surrounding land trusts
that they are riding on the edge of a bubble that may burst any second. Land trusts have grown
exponentially in the past 30 years, but can this growth go on forever? Are land trusts single-handedly
going to save our land from development? Mason (2008) does not think so: “We can hardly expect
the exponential trend to continue to a point where land trust activity overspreads the whole of the
American landscape like an algal bloom…It still is exceedingly unlikely that land trusts will oversee
substantial portions of any of the great ecoregions [in North America]” (p208). However, he suggests
that the power in land trusts lies in the sense of purpose and inspiration that they bring to other
stakeholders, such as government agencies, NGOs, foundations, and private industries. By continuing
to work with farmers, researchers, and organizations such as Agrarian Trust to innovate solutions to
get farmers onto new lands VLT can contribute substantially to farm viability. By sharing knowledge
and expertise through publications, collaborating with organizations such as Rural Vermont, and
lobbying state and federal government, VLT can work to dismantle inequality, improve farmers’ access
to health insurance, affordable housing, childcare, and student debt relief, and promote policies that
make farm businesses and farmer livelihoods viable.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Organizational

Provide educational materials (e.g., video series, workshops, case studies) on land access via
land trusts
Build toolkit for alternative farm access models
Clarify expectations of farm-seeker list
Trial farmer-centric (vs farm-centric) land access
Revise farm-seeker sign-up form to gather more details
Increase transparency around selection process for available lands
Lobby for increased funding to expand Farmland Futures Fund and build others that improve
farm seeker’s access to capital

Community
Focus efforts on succession planning and outreach to farmers looking to transition lands and
businesses to the next generation
Collaborate with organizations to develop hub for farm seeker resources, or develop
comprehensive guide with dynamic links to various resources
Build and foster community between farm seekers (e.g., online, meet-ups, workshops,
mentorships)
Collaborate with smaller land trusts to connect farmers looking to homestead and/or access
smaller parcels

Systemic
Prioritize BIPOC farm seekers & work toward reparations
Collaborate with organizations to adapt or build new conservation tools
Lobby for federal support for farmers around socio-economic needs that impact farm viability
(e.g., medical insurance, student debt relief, childcare expenses)
Build relationships with UVM institutions (Center for Rural Studies, Agricultural Research Station,
UVM Extension, Agroecology and Livelihoods Collaborative) to access and share resources
around data collection, food system transformation, and farm viability initiatives

STUDY LIMITATIONS
The majority of the recommendations in this study are based on qualitative data, which cannot be
assumed to represent any population except itself. This study represents a very small sample of farm
seekers – about 10% of a list kept by a single organization in Vermont. Also, as with all non-random
data collection, the individuals that choose to participate may have personal motives or situational
factors that make them more likely to participate. As well, several farm seekers who are currently
working with VLT staff on land access projects were directly asked to participate, rather than just
receiving the invite via an email blast. Therefore, the opinions and suggestions shared in this paper
do not reflect those of farm seekers in general. However, it does not mean that the data is not valid
or useful. Indeed, the goal was to better understand the farm seekers on VLT’s farm seeker list and
these 51 participants have given us a glimpse into their experiences as farm seekers. Because
participants in the focus groups also completed the survey, the beliefs and opinions of nine individuals
may be represented twice. This may have resulted in some themes appearing more prevalent than
they actually are among farm seekers. Because the surveys were collected anonymously, and focus
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group participants shared only first names, there was no systematic way to remove duplication of
themes.
This project was a collaboration with VLT; however, as I am not an employee of the
organization, I had access to limited information around organizational initiatives, resource limitations,
and the social and political atmosphere that directs organizational actions. Therefore, it may be that
some recommendations are not possible, or that others already exist in some form. Finally, it is not
possible to analyze and interpret qualitative data without bias – implicit or otherwise. The discussion
and recommendations are undoubtably influenced by my knowledge of the systemic issues in
agriculture and food systems.
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transform her into a fierce advocate for food system transformation – thank you for your guidance,
patience, and passion. I also want to thank Vic, Martha, Ernesto and the members of the Agroecology
and Livelihoods Collaborative, who have given me a glimpse into what hard work is needed for
agroecological transformation, and a deep desire to see it come to fruition. To my fellow students who
challenged and shaped my views and were there to celebrate and commiserate (sometimes at the
same time) with me, thank you. I can’t wait to see what magical leverage points you all lean on. A
great many thanks to Allison Spain, who answered 100 million questions for me over 2 years, none of
which, she assured me, were dumb. And of course, thank you to my family and friends who have
supported me emotionally – and sometimes financially – through the ups and downs of graduate
school during COVID, the 2020 presidential election, and the BLM movement. It would have been
unbearable without all the Zoom sessions and FaceTime.
Last, but not least, special thanks to Jake & Taylor (Hutchison) Mendell who hired an
inexperienced farmer as their first employee five years ago because they thought I’d be pretty fun to
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work with. We did have a grand time, but you also showed me the dirty underbelly of the agricultural
system that rid me of any romantic notions I held, but still managed to illuminate the beauty of farming
for your community. Thank you for inspiring me to fight for change to make farming a viable career
for this generation and the next.
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APPENDIX A: RESOURCES
Note: These resources are not exhaustive and are meant to be used as a basis to build a more comprehensive
resource database for farm seekers.

Land Access Resources
Vermont Law School
“Farmland Access Legal Toolkit”
Center for Sustainable Agriculture
Land Access Program
National Young Farmers’ Coalition
“Finding Farmland Course” (free)
Land for Good
Farm Seekers Program & Farmland Access Guide
Vermont Land Trust’s
Farm Seeker Program
New England Farmlink Collaborative
Program Guide
Vermont Land Link

Collaborative & Collective Land Access

Cooperative Farming
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Agrarian Trust

Cooperative Development Institute

Land Access Databases
Vermont Land Link
New England
Farmland Finder

BIPOC Agriculture

Northeast Farmers of Color Land Trust

Vermont Releaf Collective

Soul Fire Farm

Succession Planning
New England Farm Transfer Network

Land for Good’s
Toolbox for Succession Planning
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Conservation
VT Farm to Plate’s
Agricultural Land Conservation
American Farmland Trust’s
Farmland Information Center
Vermont Land Trust

Land Trust Alliance

Business Planning
Vermont Housing & Conservation Board
Farm and Forest Viability Program

Intervale Center
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APPENDIX B: SOURCES OF OFF-FARM INCOME
FOR US FARMS, 2019

Figure 68. Sources of off-farm income for farm operators in 2019. Source: USDA
ERS, n.d.

APPENDIX C: FARM PROPERTIES DISCUSSED IN
FOCUS GROUPS
Lewis Creek Farm / Starksboro, VT
Peace Farm / Middlesex, VT
Gleason Grains Farm / Bridport, VT
Brook Meadow Farm / Brattleboro, VT
Green Acres Farm / South Randolph, VT
Property 1: Lewis Creek Farm (posted on VT Land Link)

Farm Seeker Feedback

Pros: gradual transition to ownership (especially with operation this size and farm seeker
experience level); housing; machinery (6 tractors); good option if a farm seeker was looking for an
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active farm to take over; trial period (ability to back out if not a good fit); farm seems to have been
organically managed (even if not certified) for many years
Cons: no asking price listed; property is too large; machinery may be in disrepair or not useful for
the type of farming farm seekers are interested in; would want contract for gradual ownership
(concern for putting in equity and having the relationship fail; risk of being used for labor); concern
around power dynamic with current employees (especially if they have not been offered the
opportunity for gradual ownership)
Questions/suggestions: Give more financial details, including ballpark cost for new owner and
the farm cost on the open market. What do the zoning laws in the town allow on the property?
Website: Lewis Creek Farm
Lewis Creek Farm: Manage-to-Own Opportunity

I'm looking for the right person to be the next farmer here.
Hank Bissell - current owner of Lewis Creek Farm

I have owned and operated Lewis Creek Farm, since 1981. Having turned 65 in 2019, I'm starting to think
about retirement and I'm looking for the right person to continue running and ultimately own this business and
farm.

I'm looking for the right candidate and planning a gradual transition

I'm looking for a farmer with energy, ideas, a good business sense, and vegetable farm experience who wants
to own their own farm and business. Through a gradual transition process the right candidate will take over
management of the business over time, and eventually purchase the farm.

Excellent location, soils, reputation and market access

The farm is close to Burlington VT, has excellent river bottom soils with an ample water source for irrigation
and many restored buildings. The business has a full line of equipment including many greenhouses and high
tunnels. It has a well-known brand and significant market share in the highly supportive greater Burlington
marketplace. The farm is organic sympathetic, has been a leader in the use of green manures, and pioneered
the use of the term "Ecologically Grown".

A smooth transition from my farm to your farm

This farm has been my life's work and I have enjoyed it tremendously. I'm not ready to stop farming, but I'd
like to have someone ready to take over and effect a smooth transition. As I am currently in good health and
desire to continue working, the transition can be a gradual one allowing you the opportunity to learn about the
farm, our products, and our customers. This will allow you time to build both equity and experience which will
ultimately be viewed favorably with a lender.
The shape of the business has changed significantly over the years and so I expect it will continue to change
to meet the ever changing marketplace and interests of the operator. I recognize that future changes will
reflect the interests, skills and marketing sense of my successor. I'm excited about the prospect of new ideas
and new energy coming in here and at the prospect of helping those ideas succeed.

Selection and transition timetable

Here is an outline of the transition process as I view it. In the near term it is more specific and becomes more
general as time goes on, reflecting the idea that we will shape it as time progresses. In the end this has to
work for both of us.

Send me a Letter of Interest by email.

I will interview a pool of prospective candidates.
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I will explore details of a potential succession plan with a smaller pool of likely candidates.
I'll pick a candidate with a strong potential as my farm successor. Possibly as soon as spring 2021.
You will work one season as an employee as a test of our compatibility. During this time I will share with you
more than I usually do with employees about details of agronomy, marketing and finances. We might well
initiate one of your best ideas or crops. At the end of the first season we will reassess our compatibility. If at
the end of the first season we both still feel like we want to continue, we will form a partnership. We'll work
together, increasingly implementing and assessing your ideas. We will be working towards a point where you
own and operate the business and non-real estate business assets, take the risks and assume the profits.
Initially I will still own the real estate, lease the farm to the business, live here, and work part time on the
farm. Ultimately you will purchase the farm real estate from me or my estate.

Requirements

Minimum of 3 years work experience on a vegetable farm.
People management experience.
Technical crop growing knowledge gained through education and/or experience.
Some business experience. Might be management for someone else. Might be you own business
enterprise.
Desire to own and operate your own farm business as well as some day own farm real estate.
A vision for your own farm enterprise

Send a Letter of Interest
Letter of interest to be submitted by email to Lcfarm@gmavt.net. Please include the following:
Your
Your
Brief
Brief

resume and an outline of your experience, particularly as it pertains to the above requirements.
current situation.
description of your vision for a farm enterprise.
statement as to why this opportunity is of interest to you.

I'm looking forward to hearing from you.

Property 2: Pease Farm (information from VLT email blast)

Farm Seeker Feedback

Pros: price; land access through Farmland Futures Fund (lease until able to purchase)
Cons: horse property (“red flag”); land not prime; water access
Pease Farm – Middlesex, Vermont
Request for Proposals
Thank you for your interest in the Pease Farm in Middlesex. The Vermont Land Trust’s Farmland Access
Program is working with Pease Farm’s current owners to find a new farmer to buy the land and run a
commercial farm business. Interested farmers will need to submit a proposal (detailed below). The Vermont
Land Trust (VLT) and its advisory committee will then select a proposal as part of a competitive process.
Transition Timeline
The farm is in the process of being conserved with VLT through the sale of a conservation easement. This will
help make the farm affordable for a new farm buyer and protect the land for future generations. In late 2020
or early 2021, the current owners plan to sell a conservation easement to VLT, at which point the conserved
farm will be sold to the new farm buyer selected through the request for proposals (RFP) process. Prior to the
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conservation and sale of the farm, the current owners will make the farm available by lease to the selected
farm buyer. During this lease period, the farm buyer will secure financing. A final closing date will be
coordinated between VLT, the current owners, and the farm buyer.
Property Description
The Pease Farm is located at 307 Culver Hill Road in Middlesex, a short drive from downtown Montpelier.
Current owners Sarah Seidman and Scott Harrower have owned this picturesque farm since 1988. In 2008,
Sarah started Vermont Horse-Assisted Therapy, Inc., a nonprofit offering therapeutic riding experiences to
children and adults with disabilities or other challenges. Sarah has managed the program and the farm
operation over the years, and she is now getting ready to retire. Sarah and Scott’s goal is to transfer the
property to a new farm buyer who will create a thriving agricultural enterprise on the land.
The 88-acre property features exceptional views and ample road frontage on Culver Hill Road. The land base
includes approximately 38 acres of hay/pasture that Sarah has managed organically to produce all of the hay
required for the existing horse operation (between 3,000 and 5,000 bales/year). Approximately 30 acres of the
open land have soils of statewide agricultural importance.
The farm includes the following infrastructure with all systems in working order:
Farmhouse (c. 1860) with two dwelling units. A downstairs unit has 1,524 sf with three bedrooms and
one bathroom. An upstairs unit has 1,263 sf with two bedrooms and one full and one half bathroom.
Below-average to average condition.
The dwellings are served by a drilled well and a septic system with a 1,500-gallon tank and leach field
(approximately ten years old).
Antique post-and-beam barn with a first-floor area of 1,995 sf. Includes seven box stalls on the first
floor and ample hay storage on the second floor. Average condition.
Coverall hoop barn (74’ x 152’) constructed in 2006. Features a gravel base, fan system, automatic
side curtains, and two-story viewing area. Serviced with running water and a separate subpanel. Good
condition.
Run-in horse barn (25’ x 44’). Average condition.
Three-sided run-in shed (24’ x 10’). Average condition.
Equipment shed (23’ x 38’). Below-average condition.
Purchase Price of the Farm
The purchase price of the 88-acre Pease Farm is $276,000, which is the current appraised value subject to the
conservation easement. A buyer will need to secure financing for this amount at closing. In addition, Sarah
and Scott will make their farm equipment available for sale to the prospective farm buyer, prices and terms to
be negotiated.
Conservation Easement
The farm will be sold subject to a perpetual farmland conservation easement that will allow for all types of
agricultural uses, new agricultural structures, and an additional farm labor house. The conservation easement
will include the ‘option to purchase at agricultural value.’ This option allows VLT to purchase the farm at its
agricultural value should the buyer (or a future owner) attempt to sell the farm to a non-farmer. This provision
helps ensure that the conserved property remains available to future farmers.
Additional Materials Available by Request
•
•
•
•

Appraisal dated August 16, 2019
Draft conservation easement
Ecological recommendations
Workbook for cash flow and balance sheet
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•

List of farm equipment for sale

Resources for completing a business plan can be found at vhcb.org/Farm-Forest- Viability/resources/
A house inspection report has not been completed.

Property 3: Gleason Grains (information from VLT document, 2018)

Farm Seeker Feedback

Pros: Dairy converted to shop and machine storage already; infrastructure more adaptable (than
Green Acres, below); two houses give the option to have worker housing or rental income; already
organically certified
Cons: none mentioned (conversation shortened due to time constraints)
Gleason Grains – Bridport, Vermont
Request for Proposals
As part of our Farmland Access Program, we are working with the owners of Gleason Grains to find a new
farmer to buy the land. We are looking for someone who will run a commercial farm business. Interested
farmers will need to submit a proposal (detailed below). The Vermont Land Trust and its advisory committee
will then select a proposal as part of a competitive process.
Property Description
The property is located nine miles from Middlebury at 2076 East Street in Bridport with dramatic views of the
Adirondacks and the Green Mountains. The Gleasons bought the farm in 1979 and began organic farm
operations in 1980. Since 1981, it has been used as an organic wheat and crop farm. The commercial milling
operation was started in 1982 and has operated continuously since. An upgrade with a new mill building,
equipment, and increase in production occurred in 2010. The farm is VOF certified.
Currently, the farm rents tillable land in a few nearby fields, bringing the total working area up to 125 acres.
Grain is milled on site and marketed in the region to several wholesale customers. The total annual milling is
approximately 50 tons. The gross annual income from the farming operation is approximately $60,000. The
property is enrolled in the State of Vermont Current Appraisal Land Use Program; taxes in 2106 were $5,670.
Of the 52 acres of tillable land at Gleason Grains, 40% are in wheat and the balance of the land is rotated with
soy beans, black beans, rye, buckwheat, clover, and hay. It is a well-managed organic farm. The owners are
willing to connect a buyer to their wholesale customers and provide assistance with all aspects of the
operation. All equipment is available to purchase separately from the real estate. The farm and milling
business are currently in full operation and ready to continue with little disruption when the farm is purchased.
Soils types include Nellis stony loam of 3% to 8% slopes and Swanton fine sandy loam. Both are classified as
prime agricultural soils and are light, sandy, and highly productive soils. The remainder of the farm includes
Vergennes clay of 2% to 6% slopes, Covington and Panton silty clays, and Farmington stony silt loam. Water
is provided by a drilled well, with a municipal source available. A pond is located on the farm and has some
irrigation potential.
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The farm includes the following infrastructure with all systems in working order:
• Farmhouse, very good condition, 1,500 square feet of living space, built in 1993.
• Tenant house, good condition, 850 square feet of living space, currently leased.
• Former dairy barn (c. 1930±), 4,368 square feet. Currently used as a shop and machine storage.
• Machinery shed, 1,200 square feet of space.
• Grain mill barn (c. 1990/2010), 720sf (ground floor).
• Four grain bins: 60 tons, 30 tons, 10 tons and 8 tons.
Purchase Price of the Farm
The purchase price of the farm is $330,000, which is the current appraised value subject to the conservation
easement. A buyer will need to secure financing for this amount at closing. The buyer will then work with VLT
to conserve the farm after the purchase.
Equipment
The real estate purchase price does not include any equipment or supplies. A buyer interested in acquiring any
of the supplies or equipment should indicate this in their proposal. A full list of the equipment and asking
prices will be available upon request.
Conservation Easement
The farm will be sold subject to a perpetual farmland conservation easement that will allow all types of
agricultural uses and new agricultural structures. Allowed uses of the tenant house under the conservation
easement include as family or farm-labor housing or as a leased house for additional income. The conservation
easement will include the option to purchase at agricultural value. This option allows VLT to purchase the farm
at its agricultural value should the buyer (or a future owner) attempt to sell the farm to a non-farmer. This
provision helps ensure the availability of the property to future farmers. Additional farm labor housing may be
constructed with prior approval.

Property 4: Brook Meadow Farm (Vermont Land Link listing)

Farm Seeker Feedback

Pros: Location (close to where farm seeker currently lives); housing (want to live on the farm);
owner is looking to help low-income farmers access land; equipment (if in good condition); solar;
greenhouse
Cons: Owner’s options for ownership and payment scheme seem “crazy”; uncertain that there is, in
actuality, many acres of quality, tillable land (farm seekers consulted maps); land not flat (good for
grazing, but not crops); value in home, not in farmland; uncertain if the water access is adequate
for farming; more apt to consider if there is adjacent good quality farmland that could be purchased
or leased, but there does not appear to be any in this case; concern for who would access
land/house if farm seekers did not purchase entire property (options 1 or 2)
Brook Meadow Farm
35 acres • $490,000
Property Owner: Farmer or farm family
Contact Name: Lisa
Property Location: Upper Dummerston Road, Brattleboro Vermont
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T H E L AN D
Total number of acres available with this property: 35.0
Total acres available for agriculture: 10.0
Acres of forested land: 25.0
Acres of cropland or tillable land: 10.0
Acres of pasture: 8.0
Other open and/or non-farmable land:
In addition to the 10+ acres for garden, crops, or pasture, there are 25
acres forest (oak, maple, hemlock and pine) for lumber, firewood, and
forest grazing, and rec/trails/nature. Property is bound by brooks w/ 2
waterfalls. About two acres steep/sloped for grazing, orchard or
berry/perennials, or additional housing, not tillage.
Quality of land:
Organic! Statewide agricultural soils (Warwick) with good drainage great productivity. The main mass of open
land is pasture (mostly tillable) bound three sides by forest and brook. Some open hilly areas best for
perennials or grazing and flat land near farmhouse for large gardens and greenhouse. Former Morgan horse
farm, well suited to goat or sheep, micro dairy, or veggies/perennials/retreat. Two acres at roadside for
cultivation and marketing, along with the farmstead. Then there is a drop; along that drop there is a pond site
to right/south of barn (private, below house) and more unfenced grazing or potential for
trees/shrubs/perennials (good air drainage and eastern aspect). From this level the fenced field spreads out
before you, bound by forest on three sides. It is like another world, but close to town. The main field is fenced
for pasturing cattle, with three access points and a full perimeter tractor/truck access. I've since cleared more
brush/invasives so the fenced pasture could be increased, and it’s perfect for Silvopastured pork or goats,
and/or expansion of field. The forest has many harvest-ready oaks. Every piece I’ve tilled and amended Has
sprung to life with great tilth and productivity. It’s a joy to work with my hands in this soil.
F A R M I N F O R M A T I ON
Water sources present: Available
Water sources details: Drilled well for farmstead & Springhouse rights across the street from property yearround with and pipe running down to the pond site. Accessible to pasture.
Barns and sheds: Available
Farmer housing: Available
Farmer housing details:
1830 farmhouse with original wood floors, two kitchens - all new appliances. Big windows, stone patio &
porch, 2100 sq. ft. 3-4 bedrooms, 2 full baths, closed cell foam and cellulose insulated. Insulated 12x16’ cabin
w/loft, Separett toilet, and electric. House yourself, farm help and/or rental income. Zoning would allow more
housing.
Equipment and machinery: Available
Equipment and machinery details: 2008 Toyota Tundra, 2016 Kubota L3800HST w/bucket, 5' Machio tiller, 5'
rotary cutter, and forks. vl hours<100 Coolbot cooler equipment; Shop tools, mower, Stihl trimmer, chainsaw,
irrigation pump/tape brand new high capacity simplicity snowblower.
Farm infrastructure details: 2 1/2 story 1800 gunstock frame bank barn roughly 40x70 with NEW 9 KW PV
system/30 panels. Barn has three existing stalls below and untapped potential on the two stories above. High
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tensile fenced pasture. New 200 amp panel and grid tied solar meter. 26x72 double layer power vented
greenhouse adjacent, potential lease.
T E N U R E A R R AN G E M E N T
Tenure arrangement: Property for sale
Option #1- 35 acres Forest and pasture w/house sites. Housing lease also available long-term or while you
build. $100,000
Option #2- 35 acres and barn with full solar system for animals, workshop, house conversion with great local
views, $175,000. Note: you’d need to add new well.
Option #3 $490,000 for 35 acre farm including house, barn, solar. Equipment negotiable.
Note: I’d like to see lower income farmers get access to this great spot, so I could go as low as $100,000 on
land only with conservation agreement for the right person/people/plan.
Sale price: $490,000
A D D I T I O N AL I N F OR M A T I ON
Dear Farm Buyer or Lessee:
This is a special place, from the beautiful barn, birdsong, brooks, gardens, to the location minutes outside of
our thriving arts/book-loving/brewer/diversity-celebrating town.
I will be your neighbor and I take my responsibility to this land and this community seriously, so I'm holding
out for the right people with synergistic priorities and skills/resources, not the highest offer.
Set-up for a 4-season operation in a neighborhood with over 300 conserved acres, drive-by customers and
great neighbors. Brattleboro is the economic hub of southern Vermont, with a fantastic year-round Farmers'
Market and a local Coop for your direct-marketing. There's a thriving network of farms, farmers, and farm
customers within the community. Farm Camp is in its 15th year engaging youth in the life of a real family
farm, and can potentially be yours. Unique CSA, with kids helping to grow and cook their own food.
I'm open to buy out or capable investor(s) to share the opportunity and the excitement of building a
sustainable, small-scale, quality-driven farm system.
There are several potential housesites you could choose from without detracting from the beauty or
productivity of the land if the old house/barn is not your interest. In fact, it is not under any development
restrictions so it could be great agriculture/ sustainability oriented mini-development of eco home neighbors.
I look forward to hearing your priorities, enterprise ideas, questions, resources.
I'm continuing to contract graze organic heifers, host Farm Camp, and run a small farm stand and CSA while
holding out for a great next owner or owners. But I am one woman and I am cognizant that while I make
magic here with children and grow some great stuff, this great place needs more than I can give.
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Property 5: Green Acres Farm (information from VLT email)

Farm Seeker Feedback

Pros: 42 acres of managed forest; dairy farms are typically on fertile soils; would be excited to help
improve the soil and ecosystem through cover cropping; OPAV acceptable to farm seekers
Cons: Dairy infrastructure (not needed for type of farming they’re pursuing; don’t want to pay for
infrastructure they won’t use); does not detail water source on property; soils may be depleted and
need rehabbing; farm would need to be partially converted from dairy

Farm Purchase Opportunity, 96 acres
The owners of Green Acres Farm are interested in selling their property in South Randolph, VT. This farm is
available directly from the current seller or its authorized representative. Vermont Land Trust, Inc. neither
owns nor operates the farm, nor does it act as a broker or review potential buyers on behalf of the seller
Green Acres Farm was established in 1910 and is located on both sides of Route 14 in South Randolph. All of
the farmland was previously used to support a dairy operation and the land can be certified organic if a buyer
is interested in managing the land organically. See maps attached here, map of farm, map of soils, and photos
below.
Property Description
The farmhouse is currently set up as three apartments/living units. There is a 130 x 36’ tie-stall dairy barn in
good condition with capacity for 48 milk cows and 20 calves. The barn has a pipeline milking system, gutter
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cleaner, exhaust fans, hay elevator, and calf hutches. The farm includes a new cement barnyard and cement
manure pit. Other buildings include a shed used for storage and a 64 x 40’ equipment shed is located across
the road from the dairy barn.
There are 45 acres of fertile hay- and pastureland. The soils include very productive Winooski Very Fine Sandy
Loam, Belgrade Silt Loam, and Buckland Loam. The farmland could be well matched for a rotational grazing
system or diversified operation. The woodland contains 42 acres of managed forest, enrolled in the Current
Use Program. The property is conserved with the Vermont Land Trust.
The farm has 4,600 feet of frontage on the Second Branch of the White River, and 3,600 feet on a tributary.
In addition to the conservation easement on the whole farm, a river corridor easement additionally protects
17.6 acres along the Second Branch. The owners of Green Acres Farm are also interested in selling some of
their herd if buyers are interested.
Sale price is $230,000. VLT holds an ‘Option to Purchase at Agricultural Value’ on the property and would
prefer to see buyers who intend to a run a commercially active farm operation.
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APPENDIX D: AGRICULTURAL ACRES
CONVERTED IN VERMONT 2001-2016

Figure 69. Agricultural lands converted to LDR (low-density residential) and UHD (urban and highly developed) land
uses in Vermont from 2001-2006. Figure credit: AFT, 2020
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APPENDIX E: SELECTED SURVEY RESPONSES
Question: Please share any thoughts or suggestions about how Vermont Land Trust might
better connect farmers with farmland.
Be upfront, don’t waste their time. Support dairy and young people
Continue making more properties available through your Farmland Access Program, including the lease-to-own
options that help make farmers eligible for the FSA direct Ownership Loan. Consider $650k a rough price
point by which farmland is affordable or not for enterprising farmers. Develop more tools to make otherwise
prohibitively expensive properties more affordable (philanthropic funds, low interest loans, connection to
existing markets and buyers, other affordability measures, etc.).
I am not aware enough to provide adequate reply.
If only there was more available farmland for us all to choose from, but that is clearly out of VLT's hands
If, as you said, more farmland will be coming available over the next 10 years, VLT mostly will need to prepare
for the volume.
Maybe more in-person contact -- hearing from someone and making sure they know what I'm looking for.
More scale of land for sale and bring conservative. Most of the lands I see listed are highly developed
Perhaps helping with lease to buy arrangements.
Possibly reaching out individually to those who have signed up and ask them about their plan, where they are
at, their budget, etc.
Post more listings
Since signing up, I have only received one or two emails about available land. I don't know whether that is
because there is not a lot of land available right now, or because we were not seen as a fit for the other
land that is available. More transparency in what is available and why one is receiving or not receiving
communications may be helpful.
So many of farmland sales come about by knowing the farmer who is selling, and hearing by word of mouth
they might be selling and making a direct offer. Especially in small towns. Don C. Is well connected down
here in SW VT - he is very helpful in the matchmaking aspect - sometimes that is most effective!
There is a lot of unused land, and older farmers, and a lot of folks looking for land. There seems to be some
bottle neck in making these connections. Feels like I’ve been looking at the same 20 listings forever…
Trying to purchase more farms and expedite the process
We have seen lot of acres going back to weeds and brush. Try to get some of that land to farmers before its
gone
When asked what we are looking for, we are often frustrated by the lack of specificity. We know exactly what
we are looking for but it's hard to convey it with surveys. We can describe it in writing, but when, for
example, a form says to choose between 20 - 50 acres, and 51-100 acres, and so on, we are frustrated
because we only need about 20 open acres, but we could have anywhere from 20 to 200 acres of woodland
in addition and be happy.
Question: What other support and resources do you need to help you be successful in your search
for land?
A big ol map with every parcel listed, soil type, water status, asking price, whether owners want to keep it in
ag... that and maybe a blank check! Aside from that, it is what it is.
capital.
Financial support/capital would be very helpful in acquiring more/better land
Find the land, if you all want to throw in a well furnished 4 bed room, 4 bath, and a nice 55hp cab tractor; that
would help.
For COVID to go away? We have been watching VLT, Land link, farm flip, as well as two real estate agents
actively looking. Right now it seems like the market is a bit inflated, but also looks like the only farms hitting
the market are dairy, which I’m not looking to do, but. Would be amenable to converting. Really just need
help identifying available property.
I have been working with the fsa for years, which is a large help
I'm assessing that.now...the survey has stirred questions.
Immediate access to adequate markets
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It would be helpful to know whether what we're looking to do is possible through conserved/trusted land, or
whether we should be looking through private sale.
It'd be helpful to know more about alternative loan sources beyond home mortgages. Maggie mentioned that
the Intervale's farm business program can help with translating my business plan to more land.
More listings/opportunities
not sure! i know a listing of all the restrictions on a given property would be very useful
Organizational help for collective ownership and farm ventures would be nice.
Septic tank inspection, soil inspection
The barriers to purchasing farmland remain quite high, and this is largely due to a limited supply of suitable
land, and generally very high sales prices on suitable land. Any way to keep prime farmland more affordable
would be extremely helpful
We would like to know if we found a farm would the land trust be interested and how long would it take
Would love information about farmland available in this area- within 30 miles of Manchester/ Dorset region. The
land does not need to have any existing structures on it. The only non negotiable feature is that about 10
acres needs to be flat or gently sloping. More flat land is great but not 100% necessary. Prefer something
not at a high altitude. Thank you!
Question: Please share any thoughts or concerns you have surrounding your ability to access land
through a land trust.
Expense... red tape
finding available land suitable for farming
Have been actively looking for past 2 years and somewhat actively looking for 2 years prior to that & what we
are looking for hasn't come up or has been far too expensive even for our most optimistic financial
projections even with land trust assistance
I guess I need to investigate what the specific caveats are when accessing land through the trust and then
making a final decision if it is the best route to achieve the goal.
I would like this to be a family- entered project which includes my 10 year old grandson and also activities or of
the community with disabilities.
My sense is that if you’re looking to do smaller scale, intensive vegetable production it’s harder to work w the
land trust because they’re mission ultimately is to conserve as much land as possible and they don’t always
have the resources to cater to small-scale farmers. But by and large the more growers of all scales (small
and large) that can gain access to the land they need the better. More farmers throughout the state will
lead to thriving small communities and economies.
None currently, they have been nothing but a great help
Overall, we’ve been looking for +100 acres for e last year. The current market, as crazy as it’s been, has not
yielded too many options for plug and play farming. If you have access to a farm enterprise looking to exit
the business in the next 2-3 years; we would gladly explore a tenant-apprenticeship-to owner agreement.
The low number of farms coming available through the land trust in the region we are located in.
This is my first year retired from a full-time corporate job, I would like to start a farm to be continued by one of
our 4 sons, that has proven to have the right temperament and interest in organic farming.
Very open.
We have lots of concern (from experience) about land trusts being interested in protecting parcels for aesthetic
value rather than agroecological value, or being very pro-dairy (not making any value-statements or
decisions to dissuade conventional corn/ manure spraying on conserved land). We also have concerns about
having the freedom to use conserved land for housing and agrotourism.
We have not seen many farms for sale and its always hard to start a new farm operation
We would absolutely love to obtain land mainly through a conservation land trust because we are very interested
in conserving woodland in Vermont. Specifically, timber and wild animals. Our main concern is everything
being “perfect”, as our intention is to settle down forever on our homestead. We know there are issues
surrounding what is built on the property, etc. For example, we absolutely 100% want a pond on our farm.
Of course, unless we somehow become extremely lucky, most land won’t have a beautiful pond plopped on
it naturally already. We would have to have it man-made.
We would have gladly stayed in Vermont or at least the New England area but felt it was a losing battle. Cost
of operation in Missouri was about half of what it was in Vermont, as well as far less strangulating
regulations. The price of milk at the time was higher. Taxes, feed, etc was much less.
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